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ROMAMCE AfJV REALISM TN GYPSY STUVIES !AUS 1 8 1979 

Ian Fo Hancock 

In an earl fer monograph 1 I referred to the fascfnatfon which Gypsies and 
Gypsy-related affairs ho1d for non-Gypsies, students and laymen alikeo In the 
case of the former 0 there are of course some fine and brilliant minds represented~ 
lndividuals whose involvement Is both sympathetic and schola r ly; but it is not to 
this small group that the present paper referso 

In actdltlon to these, as Richardson Wrlght noted In 19382 , there is a much 
more colorful group of 11pure1y mental or sedentary Raia. [i~eo non-Gypsy students 
of Gypsy-related matters] who read the findings of the higher caste and understand 0 

or pretend to understand them, according to their lights11
o The brotherhood of Raia. 

(a ~elf•applfed label; when used by Gypsies themselves ft refers only to an autho• 
rlty figure - in American Vlax for example it means •policeman') shades lmpercep• 
tfbly Into another large group of devotees who have come by their knowledge not 
through the academic writings of scholars, much less from ffrst-hand contact with 
Gypsfes, but through literature and the popular news and entertainment medlao 

The gulf separating the popular Image of the Gypsy and the Gypsy In real 
life ts vasto What attracts such people t o Gypsies In the first place 0 and what 
ffl9tavatas them to continue to accept and foster an unreal image? While he has been 
taken to task for his point of vfew that "gypsfes persist because they, or groups 
lfke them, are needed fn our culture113 , Werner Cohn seems to have been trying to 
make this point in his book The Gypsies (Reading, Massachussetts, 1973, p .. 61)o 
In other words, there exists a need...,.. one supposes In all cultures-=- for an 
escape for those Individuals who either Jack certain personality traits to function 
fully within their own socJety 0 or who have genuine grievances against them and 
opt outo Cohn's statement Is misleading because he does not clarify It by saying 
that what attracts the "hippies, fanatlques, etco 11 .. Is very rarely Gypsies them• 
selves, but the Imaginary popular image which the hlppJes and fanatics help to 
sustalno 

Several authorities connected with Gypsy-related organizations have commented 
that the greater part of their "fantasy correspondence" from Individuals attempting 
to make contact with Gypsies, ls from single girls between the ages of 16 and 260 
From an examination of 43 such letters received between 1969 and 1975 by three 
organizations, the Komltfa Lumfakl Romani In the USA and Canada, the Romani School 
In Richmond, California, and the Institute of Contemporary Romani Research and 
Documentation In London, England, It was found that 37 were from young single 
women 0 30 of whom claimed Romani ancestry; the remaining six \'lere from men" two 
of whom clafmed Romani forbearso These figures exclude the much larger se1ectJon 
of correspondence received at these offices from more formal sourceso 

This raises as a sJde 0 fssue the question of what ie a Gypsy-= an Important 
one since It bears directly upon the interpretatfon~ in the literature and the 
media, and how as a result the individuals under dlseussfcn here regard themselveso 
The attitude of Gypsies to such lndlvlduals fs a further consideratlon~ although 
one requiring noncontextual Interpretation since while each Gypsy group knows what 
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a Gypsy Is. the criteria for Inclusion In that group may easfly exclude members 
of other groups also regardfng themselves as Gypsyo Since, as I summarise else• 
where5, Gypsies may have as many as three distinct hlstorlcal ortglns 0 language 
and culture are perhaps better conditions than race for fnc1uslono Apart from 
the large European genetic admixture evident In many groups 6 , a Romani family 
continuum acknowledged by other members of the same group, the maintenance of a 
style of life based upon the traditions of that group 0 and an unbroken trans­
ferrence of the Romanes language from generation to generation, are the prfncfpal 
Ideals for Inclusion, from a Gypsy point of vfewo "Purity of blood" and means 
of livelihood, whfle also significant are less so. although they are the factors 
whfch which appear to be of greatest Importance to the Rai.ao There are exceptions 
to these: groups who speak some form of Romanes but who have abandoned many of the 
traditional beliefs and customs (such as the Johns and Palmers In llllnofs), or 
who maintain parts of the culture but not the language (eog• the Alabama~Mfsslssfppl 
Lodarl)o In addition there Is the small number of persons of Romani ancestry who 0 
although not brought up In the Gypsy mann~r for one reason or another decide to 
enter the ancestral culturen For those with close known relatives still living. 
absorption Into Romani life fs not necessarily difficult sfnce blood ties are a 
very significant factor; though while this may be seen as a sensible move by the 
relatives receiving the Individual, It may also cause dfssentlon between that In­
dividual and his Immediate family which chose to leave the old way of life behlnd 7o 

From the non-Gypsy pofnt of view, and hence the main point of view being 
discussed here 0 a Gypsy may be many different things. The term, listed without a 
capital Initial letter In most dictionaries, usually refers not to a member of 
a d'fstfnct ethnic group, but to a vagabond or roguish ldlero For thf s reason 
representatives of Gypsy organizations sre vociferous In trying to persuade pub0 

llshers to capitalize the word when ft refers to a distinct race of people, so 
that th Is d Is t Inc ti on may be empha s I zed., The Manahestezo <Ju.aJ-d:l,an 8 •nd the !l'V 
Guids9 have been among the first pub11catlons to agree to thlso Since the word 
Is a derlv•tlve of "Egyptian" ft Is odd that It hasn't always had an upper0 case 
fnltlalo 

In Brltaln 0 the term Is occupational rather than racialo Housedwelllng 
Gypsies, such as the large convnunftles in Battersea and elsewhere, are denied 
acknowledgement of their ethnic affiliation by the Government because they don°t 
conform to the nomadic stereotype 10 o In the USA, Gypsies have been recognised 
as a discrete ethnic mfnorlty only sfnce 197211 .. At the Second World Romanf 
Congress to be held in Spring, 1976, In Chandigarh, lndla, Romani leaders with 
the official backing of the government of lndla wfll petition the eastern European 
governments for recognition In those countries as a distinct nationo At present 0 
anti-Romani prejudice In Europe Is at a stage similar to the 19th century sftuatlon 
for American Blackso 

Those who write fantasy correspondence assertfng thelr Romani ancestry may 
well be making legitimate claims, but In not one Instance has such a person been 
able to provide support, In the form of a traceable name or c1an affllfatlonp and 
to judge from the content of such correspondence, few have much Idea of what Gypsy 
life entallso The following excerpts serve to Illustrate this: 
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"u.beaause I fBtit that I am a minoPity of o,u,., and I know that I 
1JOU'Ld be aooepted by the gipseys ". 

"My hate foP the goFgi.os makes ms the mozte aerlain of my Romany blood". 

"As a ohiU I beoame msntaZty and 6l'notiona1,"l,y tWaN of my Rom b1.ood. 
Nothing aan BNBe this atc1aNness of having Rom b'toodo It is to ma as 
inbomo ShouU you Np'/,y., d.o not NpZy to me eitheP indir,ectty Ol' di.Notty 
[by] the term gajo". 

"I feel my gypsy btood and although I neVel9 met TlflJ awit I k,n(JI.,] I 
belong 1Jith the Romanies. How oould I meet some?". 

"Thsi-e is a bit of the gypsy in ms". 

"."°I mean ?!S.!. Gypsies~ 1i1hat I beUave is aaZtsd 'trwe b1,.oods' and 
not a aon.gtomez,ats that has o:r-ossed b1ith otheP peopua and 1i1hioh I do not 
consider Gypsies. Can you - tc>iU you - he 1,p me?" o 

"In spite of ths faot that I'm 110t fr-om Rumania" alt tho same I am 
parity gypsy.,., .,"'ll gmndmotheP r..,as a beautiful, gypsy". 

"My fathe,.. is Rom., 'fie 1A1BH Kale from Spain in the 1?00's"., 

" .. ,, .. and maybe mest thtmt by msiting a gypsy nei,ghbouf'hood. I have 
a gypsy drwss and soar>f"., 

"I 1.i'l<s tc ti1eaP the kePOhi.ef aPOUnd the kher but I am hesitant to 
fl1BCIJ' it e'l,stA>heN auoh as a t.ooaZ (ll'ooe-ey stoN foP I do not as of yet 
feet that I am an aooepted pan of Romaneatan". 

"I don't speak any Caw althovgh I dD speak some Romani. i'tfy paroents 
tivs among the gajeno 

"I haw an autohtup ... I have a'ttr,aya lovsd the Rom (a'l,so ths 'dlocm' ~ 
as I have tNveted fztOTl'l lle:,:i.oo to Nonh CaPOtina and CaUfomiao u "o 

A professor of anthropology at a Los Angeles unlversfty tells of one student 
who halfway through a term began to Identify herself very strongly wfth Gypsloso 
When she was questioned on one occasion as to why she hadn•t turned In a particular 
term paper on time, she replied that ''we Gypsies are a secretive people and are not 
required to account for our actions". When the professor patiently explained who 
end what Gypsies ere 0 and why there was no way that she could legftfrnately call 
herself one, she broke down and crledo 

Another young woman ln Madison In 1974, dressed fn stage0 Gypsy costume with 
bead,, bare feet and the headscarf usually wom only by married women 0 was able 0 

• 
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through one of the above-mentioned organizat ions. to get herie1f an Introduction 
to the local Baro with the Intention of being considered for marriage to one of 
his sons~ When they saw her, she was lmmedfately recognfsed as a puyi (ioee one 
who seeks the company and copies the behavlor of Gypsies, masca puyoD plural 
Pfll/Mff4, 11tera11y •young animal') and as~ re$ult, although formal contact never 
developed she was pestered for some time after by several of the young men In 
the community who considered her to be a ~akl NkZi, or 1easy 8 non•Gypsy 
glr1o 

Another Jn Palo Alto 0 Calffomla, clahned to ha .;,C;e all non•Gypsfes 0 although 
she had no Gypsy acquaintances and lived In~ totally non•Gypsy mrlieuo This kind 
of behavior can only keep alive the parallel, untouchfng existence of the Gypsy 
dreanworld; Its psychologlcal motivation must be explained by others specfalfzlng 
In such matters~ 

Academfa Is llttle affected by this kind of dreamer. although Its own fnhab 0 

ltants are no less susceptible to fo11owlng the well-beaten patho Elnar Haugen 0 who chaired the language planning session of the World Congress of Sociology in 
Toronto In 1971to at which this writer's monograph PzeobUIITl8 in ths Ol'sation of a 
standaPd &wot of Rcnr.mls 12 was first read, felt authorized to note In hfs 
commentary18 on the session that "In ScandfnavlauoRomany fs no longer e language 
of Its own but Is• pldgfnlzed form of the host language"• despite the fact that 
the best description ever publlshed of a fully-Inflected dla1ect fs Gjerdman and 
Ljungberg•s 2'1ut tang,,,aqo of ths SrNdish Coppenmi.th Gypsy Dimim Taikon (Uppsala, 
1963)0 Haugen also states (Zoo_. alt.) that ''most Romany are more or less nommdlcnp 
despite the statement In the paper Itself that ''The majority of European Rom have 
in fact been sedentary for a long tfme1114 , noted also by Thomas Acton (mentfoned 
fn footnote 75 of the same paper) who, on the very first page of hfs Gypsy 
pot.i.tios and soai.aZ. ohango (London, 1974) also stated that "Only a minority of 
the wor 1 d's Roman f • speald ng c:onnun I ti es a re nomad f c today" o The PNb tsms paper 
refers to the harm done by non-Gypsies who set themselves up as spokesmen about 
Gypsies for other non•GypsfesD especially those who hav~ no flrst•hand knowledge 
of the situation~ Since alt conference papers are presumably read thoroughly by 
their dfscussants 0 It may be that Haugen 9s statement1 reprosent an unconclous 
fall Ing Into line with the more attract&ve fictitious Image, a prepossession to 
keep rt alive resulting frcm conditioning centuries oldo 

The average non-Gypsy may not be able to say offhand where his notion of 
the Gypsy comes from; very few have actually knowlng1y encountered Gypsles 9 and 
many Americans are even skeptical of their exlstiance In the United Stateso The 
press helps keep part of this image alive: despite showing two pictures, one 
Inside and one out, of the Gypsy household ft dlscus1es 0 an article In the Boston 
Photmi:c (Aprll 8th, 1975) ls nevertheless entitled "Hustle, hustle aboard the 
Caravan11

o Crystal balls, non-existent fn the con1111nlty concemed, are alluded 
to In the headline "Authorities gaze Into gypsy•s con game" (the AMStin Amenoan0 May 30th, 1975)0 A longutfme resident of Montreal fs made more appealing In the 
headl f ne "Roving gypsy swindles carpenter of $371)00011 (the Nontz,ea'l, staza 0 July 
14th 11 1975)0 Other such Include "The terrfble vengeance of the gypsy queen", 
"For gypsies, 1 lfe fs travel", and "Cure for a gypsy curse"• the "curse" In this 
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case being lack of "educational opportunfty"15~ In the late 1960's there were 
at least three comic strips about, Gypsle1 0 heavily stereotyped, In certain British 
glrtsp magazines: "Bringing up Gypsy" and "The Oakfield Outcasts" In Bunty., and 
"Gypsy Kim" In Di.ana., 

The foundations were most firmly laid In llteratureo 81ack•s Gypsy 
Bibliography, which Includes nothing later than 1914, lists 133 Nllads, 199 
plays, 351 novels and 262 poems about or Including Gypstes, written by non-Gypsies, 
exclusive of scientific treatments and collections of actual Romani oral lltera• 
ture~ Since 1914, hundreds more have appeared 0 and the development of the motion 
picture Industry has helped sustain the tradition. 

In 1972 a 20-mlnute documentary was produced by a California televfston 
station about the Romani School In Rlchmondo Despite the serious Intent of the 
film, the commentator (unconnected with the School) could not resist closing with 
"although Gypsies stlll dance around the camp fire, the fire Is slowly flickering 
out as Gypsy 1 I fe gradually fades fnto obl lvlon".. There was of course no camp 
f Ire, let alone camp, In the f llmo 

Other recent films, for example~• Bait.bondsman starring Jack Lemmon. or 
King of the GgpsuaD starring Orson Welles , have been produced with scant attention 
~Id to the Interests of the Gypsy community~ In 7!he Baitbtmdanlan for Instance, 
the Gypsy glrlfrlend of the principal character ha, his name tattooed on her behind" 
The relationship Is exceptional to begin wlth 0 but the Gazho•lnsplred sign of 
affection Is totally contrary to ~at would be acceptable In Gypsy cultureo This 
Is to remain fn the film despite advice received by Its producers from someone 
who lives closely with the California Romani comnunftyo In the case of the King 
of ths Gypsi.ss by Peter Maas 0 author of Se'Ppi,oo, the Komltfa Lumlakl Romani was 
told In answer to a letter asking to be allowed to advfse on the script written 
to the American Council of Clvll Llbertles 0 that If a question of human rights 
existed at all, It would be the ACCL 1s task to defend the producer•s right to 
•Ice the picture undlsturbedo 

So the popular Image Is transmitted~ The reasons for Its continued 
existence are syndromatfe; those who wish to write a book or make a film about 
Gypsies gather their background Information from other books and films written 
by people who did the same thing before them. 

The Intentionally misleading Information given by Gypsies themselves 
to outside enquirers must also be taken fnto account, although It Is probably a 
protective technique which has developed graduallyo Rom alfve today remember 
with disgust the Gerinan scientist Eva Justin who 0 fn the guise of a mfssronary 
obtained geneologlcal data from their familfes which was later used by her against 
them In the Nazi de~th camps 16 ~ A graduate student at a northern US university 
wrlteA that she Is 0 espeela11y Interested in social and cOfflnunlcatlon networks 
and current patterns of migration", as well as "the enumeration of Rom and their 
spatial distribution fn the us1117

o This kfnd of questioning cannot hope to meet 
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with success, and It Is to this kind of researcher that false Information may most 
readily be glveno Except with the most persistent Interrogator however, the Gypsy 
technique Is usually Just to exit from the sftuatlono Anne Sutherland, In her book 
Gypsies11 ths hlddsn Amenoans (London, 1975, p. 21) gives an amusing picture- of her 
early attempts at making contact with Rom, and being put off by feigned Ignorance, 
deafness and even Imbecility. 

The literary Image Is the product ot tha non-Gypsy who finds fascination In 
a 11fe supposedly utterly different from his own. outside tho law and free of any 
restrlctlonsa Where restrictions might occur, they are Ignored lest they spoil the 
plcturen Others find the Image attractive because of Its mystique of the exotic 
and forblddenn Nobody wants to hear that for much of the tfme Gypsy life Is rather 
dull. especially for the children, that one's social circle fs usually quite small 
and that a Gypsy household Is not too different from that of a non•Gypsyo Far better 
to keep alive a more satisfying and asthetfc parody, even at the cost of human 
dlgnltyQ 

It has been remarked that "It Is strange how a gorgf o wll 1 exaggerate the 
romance and glamour of the Roms and then turn and talk about them In scathing and 
contemptuous terms1118

.. This anomaly Is famll lar to Gypsies, who have for example 
been both envied and resented for being wanderers, when the wandering has been forced 
upan them by the settled population In the first place (according to some hlstorlans 9 

since the very exodus from lndla ltself)Q There are still laws In operation In many 
countries preventing mobile Gypsies from stopping In any one area for more than a 
day or so; an article by James Smart which appeered In the Phi.t.adsl.phia Ent{l4i.Nzt In 
1970, entitled 11A Gypsy can't be a Gypsy without a Gypsy 11cense11 reported that in 
Pennsylvania, 11a gypsy may not camp or transact business without getting a $50 
license from the county; any gypsy who Insists on being what he was born - • gypsy -
without a ltcense, Is 11able to up to $100 fine and 30 days In Jaf1 11

• And although 
he goes on to say that 0 1t Is both un-Amerlcan and discriminatory for the state to 
require a gypsy to have a license to be a gypsy", as far as Is known the 1909 law 
continues to exist In Pennsylvanlao 

It Is unllkely that this popular, unreal Image will ever be eradfcatedo It 
fs too firmly rooted In Euro•Anaerlcan folklore, and as with all car, catures there 
are superficially some elements of truth In the stereotype~ The reasons for their 
existence are what need to be understood; that Gypsies have travelled for centuries 
not to satisfy a romantic urge but because stopping has meant transportatfon 0 ena 

slavement. and even death~ Theft, another stereoattrlbute19 would have been less In 
evidence lf Gypsies were not refused service by shopkeepers so frequent1yo Life 
styles rely on the environment~ Cannibalism, baby-stealing, lack of responsfblllty 0 
cunning, laziness, lust, an Inborn musical abl1ity 9 so go the traditional attrfbutes o 
And many of these traits CU'B evfdent among Gypsies, bu~ they are among al I human so/ 
groupso 

The Gypsy connunfty Is not particularly concerned with this mfsr~~resentQtfon o 
Hollywood Gypsies are Indeed often greatly enjoyed 9 an enjoy111ent sea4-one·~ wf th the 
assurance that the gazhe do not know enough to be able to represent tne Gypsy 
properlyo Since the fantasy Gypsy world exists almost entfrely within the nan-Gypsy 
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e~per lence 0 for ,he most part It Is not even known about fn the Gypsy envfronmento 
When It ls 0 ft ls put to good use~ What Is more significant to Gypsy leaders, 
especially fn Europe 0 Is the effect ft may have at higher, more authorftatlve 
levels~ which In the past have rel fed upon non•Gypsfes and their avaiabte liter• 
ature for their knowledge~ Only now are Romani organizations themselves being 
approached by UNESCO and similar bodJes 0 for fnformatlonQ 

The day Is probably past when statements like "It would be wrong to try to 
prevent the progressive ethnic decay of Gypsy ethnic unlty1120 are heard, but there 
will always be those who will, "at the slightest hint of Gypsies In the neighbourhood 
nn~ch@nge Into disreputable c1othes 0 bid an abrupt farewell to wfves and chfldrenD 
slam down thefr desks and dJsappear for hours und days1121 • and the romantically 
Inclined wf11 never stop the endless quest by marl: "Although I have been unable 
to flnd any Gypsies, I have read every Gypsy book fn our library and I never had 
the same kind of rapport with any other peoplesG •• 1122 • 
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FOOTNOTES 

1o Ian Fo Hancock. Problems in the c~eation of a stanaa.z.d d·ia.ZeCit of B.omanes. 
Soclal Science Research Councll on Sociolfngulstics Working Paper No. 25, 
May 1975. 

2.. Richardson Wright, "Gypsy lore fn Arnerf ca 1888-193811
, Jmano.7,, of the GypB:J 

Lore Society. XVII (Jubilee Number), 1938, pp. 11-18. The orlglnal quote 
appears In the past tense. 

3. By e.g. Thomas Acton, Mary Evelyn Porter, Anne Sutherland. etc. 

4. So labelled In his nla persistence d1un groupe paria re1atfvement stable: 
quelques reflexions sur les Tsiganes nord-amerfcains 11 0 Etudes Tsiganes. 
XVl(2/3).3-23 (1970), P• 4. 

60 Cohn, opo ait .• P• 63, gives an estimated white admixture of 60% (compare 
this with the can 30% for Afro-Americans). 

7o The second world war was especially sfgnlffcant in this respecto Such fndi· 
vlduals are not unconmon In Romani political movements, their familiarity 
with both cultures being especially useful In liaison positions. 

80 See Panch bersh buti: the 5th annual. nporat of the National- Gypsy Education 
Counci i. London, 1975, Po 1 O .. 

9w See TV Guide, December 8th, 1973, p. A-5 .. 

10.. See for example the article "Caravan man Is not a gypsy. Judge decf desn, 
The Couriezt. February 15th 11 197,.. Po 21. 

11. See Anne Sutherland, Gypsiesa the hidden Ame~~ London, 1975, p. 315, 
/no 1 for chapter 9a 

120 Op .. ait .... fn. 1. 

13. Einar Haugen. Section on language p1,anning: C011f1118ntai,/.- August, 197lio 
Unpublished manuscript circulated to participants, ppo 1So 

150 Appearing In 7he Suna July 17th, 1975, the NtnJJ Yoztk Ti.mosg April 30th, 1972 
and the Obse1."fJB1' Magaainea June, 1971, respactfvelyQ 

160 Eo Justin, Lebensschicksale azatft'emd e'l'aogener- Zigetl.MP1<i,ndszoD Berlin, 19440 
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17~ letter received Spring 1975. 

18 .. Holly Davidson 0 "A Gypsy wedding fn Vfrgfnfa", .Toumal of the Gypsy Loioe 
SoaistyD XVl(3).149-151 (1937). 

19. A Hungarian restaurant fn Mexico City has a huge mural depicting a group 
of Gypsies climbing over a wall to steal some chickens. 

f 20. Jaroslav Sus, Cikanska otaaka v. ~SSR~ Prague (1961) [translation]. 

21. Wright 0 up. oit.a fn. 28 P• 18. 

22. letter received November, 1974. 
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B.oma~i Joodwar£ 
Gypsy Culinary Culture 
Ian Hancock 

There is no single cohesive Romani culture but Instead there arie 

many. "Vhile all Gypsy populations retain a more or less shared cul~ 

tura! and linguistic core, their frag nentation after they reached Eur~pe sev• 

en cent1Jries ago has led to the emergence of many distinct groups. Thus. 
I 

no dMQnption of the life and customs of Half of their number dispersed through­
any one group can possibly hold t.111e for out the continent, reaching every counti:y 
all Romani people. in nortJ1em and western Europe by abot\t 

In the mid to lat~ thirteenth-centmy. 1500, but the other half was en:.ilaved i 1 

the Romani migration anived in Europe. the Balkans until the mid-nineu:enth cen . 
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m Opposite: A clan gathers around a cooking fire in Belgiwn. Above: A family travels in southern Greece. l'elow: 
A mother prepares a meal in northern Greece. Romani people are fowid throughout Europe and North Arr eri• 
ca; they are one of the world's most widely dispersed groups. 
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f:-or a Ro,n, 

. he H'orld is 

divided into 
r"'f d ._~ypsy an 

·1on-Gypsy, 

zen an<l 

1<·01nen, 

,nfean or un­

('/can. 

tury. \Vhilr.: Rorna in ~uth C'll5U'r·1 Eu­

rope were being thus held in bondage, an­

ti-Gypsy laws elsewhere, resultinb partly 

from the misconception that Rom ' were 

associated with the invading Muslims 

and partly from prejudice against their 

dark skins and foreign ways, enstm~d 

that Roma were kept on the r,wve and 

out of sight. By tht> 1600s laws in 

Germany, Finland, and England 

made it a hanging offense simply 

to be bom a Gypsy. 
It would be logir,al to look for 

parallels with Indian culinary cul­

ture in Romani culture (Romani­

pen), and they certainly exist. But 

the most evident characteristics re­

flect the sqjoum in Europe differ­

ing between those populations 

tied to the land in slavery and 

those who were kept on the move 

elsewhere in Eurcpe because of 

laws that gave them no option, 

laws that also made it dangerous 

to rely upon shopkeepers and the 

European peasantry as a source 

of supply. This was true even re­

centtly In November 1973 a villag­

er in Pfaffenhofen, Germany, 

opened fire upon a Gypsy family 

who had come to his farm simply 

to try to buy produce, killing 

three The sympathies of the po­

lice were with the farmer. 

It might be argued that be-

cause of the compactness of their 

population and their complete social isola­

tion from their European owners, the gyp­

sy slaves in Moldavia and \Vallachia were 

able to retain more of the core cuiture 

than has been preserved elsewhere. Cer­

tainly it is among the descendants of 

those Vlax Rom (Wallachian or Roma­

nian) Gypsies that the most rigorously up­

held cultural beliefs about food prevail. 

On the othe1 hand, V!ax culture also H,c.or­

porates much that is trac,~able to Baikar. 

and other 'lon-Gypsy origins-•• p€rhaps 

more so than among othBr populations. 

This has not, of course, ''dibt-::!d" V~ax cul­

ture; such influences become incorporated 

into Romsnipen (called Romardya. ~n the 

'Vlax dialect) just as pizz&, fajii.a:.;, and 

cooking in a wok have been· incorptrratE:d 

into mainsh'Pam American culmeria. 

Romani dualistic worldvlew 

I 
n order to appreciate the position 

that food occupies in R.-)m~mi life, it is 

necessary first of all to understand. 

the dual nature of the Romani percept.ion 

of the world. Although this view can. be dis­

cerned in most groups; it- is especially evi­

dent among the Vlax, and the d.iscu.~on 

here is from that viewpoint in particular. 

Furthermore the descendant-5 of the liber­

ated slaves are the most numerous 

among the Romaru groups in the United 

States, and their life in this country has 

been best docomented. 
For a Rom, the world is divided into 

Rom (Gypsy) and ga.dje (non-Gypsy), men 

and women, old and young. It is also divid­

ed into what is perceived to be either ritu­

ally clean or unclean, pure as opposed to 

polluted. Tius two-way division of the uni­

verse extends into areas of personal hy­

giene, the human body, food preparation, 

sickness and health, and by extension in­

t.o herbalism and magk as well. 

Romani food-re]ated customs consti• 

tute the oore of their maintenance of a 

strict division between the pure and the 

contaminated. This affects human social 

behavior beyond the realm of food: An indi­

vidual's social status depends fundamen­

tally upon the state of nonpollution of lus 

own body, and this depends, in tum, upon 
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what food goes into it. 
Notions of ritual pollution, so central 

to Romani belief, come from the caste sys­
tem of India, place of origin of the Roma. 
Members of the same jati (social-econom­
ic-occupational groups that are out­
growths of the earlier, more rigid caste sys­
tem) can eat together without risk of oon­
ta,.'TI;nation but will be polluted 1f they eat 
\Vith members of other jati. And because 
the- jati affiliation of one's associates 
might not always be known, contact be­
tween the mouth and utensils shared 
with others at the meal is avoided. Thus 
liquids might be poured ir .. to the mouth 

from a container held away fro Tl the lips 
so that the rim of the vessel is not 
t-:i11ched, and smoke from a shared pipe 
might similarly be sucked through the 
fist, clenched around its stem. The surest 
way to avoid contact with utensils used 
by others, of course, is to eat with the fin­
gers. Cooking outdoors on a U-shaped 
8tove made of bricks or stones endosmg a 
wood fire, eating from a mat or tray 
placed on the ground or raised slightly 
above it. preparing spedal foods, especial­
ly breads, for special occasion.s--all of 
these customs are found among Romani 
groups in Europe and have changed little 

■ A Romani man rests before setting up camp in Greece. 
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since the rnukhipe, the time of the Homa• 
ni departure from India a millennium 
ago. 

Until the time of the arrival in Eu­
rope (the aresaipe), the Rom ·were settled 
in Persia and the By'lantine Empire for 
about two hundred years. But while some 
terms for food were acquired there, no evi­
dence exists that the ritual beliefs concern­
ing food preparation were modified dur­
ing this period. On the other hand, the re­
tention of certain terms derived from Byz­
antine Greek, do suggest the acquisition 
of new mealtime habits, though they 
seem not to have been widely retained 
once the population began moving further 
west. Religious beliefs relating tc food 
have clear parallels in Hindu ritual, but 
there is no indication that Hinduism has 
been retained by the Roma outside of In-

dia. Kounavine's accounts of Hindu reten­
tions among Russian Roma have b(,>en 
proven to be fabricated. and surviving rem­
nants of, for example, the creation myth 
appear to have more in common with Zo­
roastrianism or Manichaeanisrn than 
with Hinduism, Islam, or Christianity. 

Because oftife on the move, the major­
ity of Roma have been obliged to find food 
in the wild: small i nimals, fruit, nuts, 
and berries in the wQods; fish in the 
Atreams; root and leaf vegetables from 
the farmers' fields. The Roma literally 
catch fish by standing in the river until 
fish swim into their hands, where they 
are gently stroked and toss~ quickly on­
to the bank; chickens and other game are 
caught using a whip. Although certain 
foods are forbidden at certain times, for ex­
ample, during Lent or on saints' days, 

■ Preparing bread for a morning meat. When the availability of provisions permits, there 
are two meals each dny-in the early morning and late afternoon. 
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vecy few are perrnc.nei1tly taboo. But thi::. 
depends upon each group. Thus horse­
meat is commonly, but not tmiversally, re­
jected-probably bocau$f~ so many Gyp 
sies owe their livelihoc<l to that pa1ticular 
animal. Muslim Roma reje(.'t pork, and 

few, if any, groups eat s~ake m+o!at be­
es.use of the negative symbolism of t.hat. 
reptile in Ron,ani folklore. Dogs are cons1d­
er:;:d unclean because they lick them­
sehrt?s, and so they are not '3aten. The con­
nection between uncleanliness and misf or­
tune is illustrated by the fac..t that for the 
Roma.&7.ichals in Britain, Australia, and 
the United Stal:P..s, for examp}e, the mere 
mention. of th<'! names of some animals is 

believed to bring bad luck. Romanichals 
are also reluctant to eat from white crock­
~ry because, it 1s said, this is the color of 
Jesus' shroud. 

Food preparation methods 

ethods of f oocl preparation have 
been similarly contingent upon 
circumstance. Thus stews, un-

leavened breads, and fried foods are com­

mon, w~e leavened breads and broiled 

foods, are not. A meal is traditionally 
served upon a large tray, perhaps made 
of brass, set on a cloth on the ground or 
raised on a low st.and. A table is some­
times used. Forks are only used for cook­
ing. Roma use foeir fingers to eat, being 
careful not to let the food t,1uch anything 
other than the fingertips; sometimes they 
throw the food mto their mouths without 
it even touching the lips. A riece of bread 
may be torn from a loaf and used to con­
vey food to the mouth. Like Hind1.1s and 
Muslims, Roma, m Europe more than in 
America, avoid using the left hand during 
meali::, either to eat with or to pass things. 
The meat or fish is ea~en 11r.st, and tb•n 
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al Food is served with a clear sense of order: first older 
men, then yo\mger men. older women, yowiger women, 
and, finally, children. 

each vegetable separately. Some people 
use their knives to cut their food but, like 
the plates and cups, these are one's person­
al prc,perty and are not to be used by oth­
ers at any meal. 

Traditional Vlax cooking in Europe 
(and in earlier days here in th8 United 
States) is done in open kettles, copper 
pots, or frying pans. These ure held over 
the fire by a chain and hook and set on a 
stand for serving. Ptople eat from bowls, 
wh;,·h are ofter. frircd, having three or 
fon r ~~c~p:;: upon "'111-·h 1hP c1;fft"'ei, ; r:-0111; ..,-
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BOMAN! FOODWAYS 

nents of the 1-r,eal are kept. Wooden la­
dles, once manufactured by slaves on the 
Moldavian and 'Wallachian estates, arE' 
the principal tools for cooking. 

.. A .. snzall por­

tion of.food 

is left on the 

plate to 

sholv that 

niore than 

enough 

food was 

served. 

It would bf! extremely rude for an indi­
vidual to help hiMself to food from anoth­
er's plate, a.lth0ugh close family members 
might take an especially nice piece of 

meat, say, from their ovm plate 
and present it to another. Howev­
er hungry one might be, a small 
portion of food must be left on the 
plate as a sign that more than 
enough food has been served. (To 
finish everything suggests that 
the guest might still be hungry, 
and the host is then put into the 
potentially emban-a..cising position 
of having to offer more, which he 
might not have.) As a rule, older 
men are served first, followed by 
younger men, older women, youn­
ger women, and, finally, the chil­
dren. Arllllts not eating will serve 
those within their own age and 
gender group who arc. It would al-
6/'J h~ rude not to ofler something 
t.o a visit.or or for that \"isitor to ret: 
use anything offered un :.ess he 
tells his host te ms saBtim.aasa. 
(May you eat in health). If <1ne has 
already eaten, he usually accept.s 
a cup of coffee as a sign of good­
will. In any case, the assumption 
is that any person not complying 
with these customs believes that 

the other is unclean because eating togeth­
er is a sign of trust and mutual respect. 

When the availability of provisions 
permits, there are traditionally two meals 
each day-on~ shortly after rising and 
one in the late afternoon. These have far 
more than a functional purpore, however, 
for khethanip! <beingto~ther) is offunrla­
mental importance t.o Roma and meals 

provide one of the few regular. occasions 
when this can occur. This relates directly 
to the necessity of neking a living in a 
gadji-kan6 or the non-Gypsy tnilieu1 and 
the risk of contamination by association 
that it carrie.~. Only by balancing time out­
side of the protective Romani environ­
ment with time spent among Roma can 
the debilitating effects of association be off­
set. 

Cteanllness and food preparations 

I 
n F.omanfya, the inability to cook is 
considered a failing, ineaning, most 
of all, that one has to depend upon 

someone else. So both men and women 
can cook, and young children are taught 
how to prepare meals. 

In the preparation of food, everything 
must be absolutely clean, both naturally 
and symbolically A &tinction is made in 
Romaniya between being dirty from natu­
ral dirt (melalo,gunoiaslo, rnoxlaime, chi­
ka.lo, biuuzh6-the very number of terms 
is indicative of the Romani preoccupation 
with dirt and cleanliness) and being dirty 
or polluted ritually (marimi or pYielime). 
Clean is uuzh.6, pure is chisto. 

Because food is ingested, it is an easy 
medium for transmitting harm-whether 
natural, such as poison_ or super~atural, 
such as a curse. If the food has been de­
filed in any way it defiles whoever eam it. 
Because it opens and takes in food a~ meal• 
times, the mouth is an avenue for anoth-' 
ers evil thought.a to enter the body. Only 
those people well known to the ho~t are 
asked to share food; watching anothn· per­
son eat while one is not eating 01.eself 
would certainly invite suspicion. 'rl' ose 
considered marim~, which includt:S all 
gacij~ and certain members of the Rom.mi 
community who have acquired that con1li• 
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I'll Setting up a camp near Athens. Lile on the move has a great impact on Roma diet, oblig­
ing Gypsi,e.s to forage in the wild. 

tion for various infractions of Roman{ya., 
are ulso not invill.-d tmd would nover be 
asked to help cook. In the United Sta~, 
even huge meals involving hundreds of 
people are not usually CBtered. If it is nec-
2ss3.1:; to entertain an 1utsider-an offi­
ci&l, for example-he is provided with cut­
lery imd crockery kept solely for that pur­
pose and be given a ct.air also reserved 
just br non-Gypsy visitcrs. 

From the Romani perspective, the 
body il::i dividt..-d ut the wu.h,t into a clt!Wl 
half(the upper body) and an unclean half 
(the lower body). The focus of the clean 
half is the head and mouth, the focus of 
the unclean half is the genital area and 
the feet. Bedcovers have a button or a 
scrap of cloth (a ch{pka) sewn onto the 
end that covers the feet so that it will nev­
er be placed on the bed upside down inad-
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ver+..ently. Because the hands travel be­
twt--en the upper and t.he lower body con-

8tantly, they must be washed and re­
washed Shaking hands with gadje, and 
sometimes even with other Roma, is avoid­
ed. Food. too, is wa8hed; vegetables are 
scrubbed with soap kept ~-pecifically for 
that purpo...'ie befon:: being cut up. (Differ­
ent soaps are used for diffP.rent things­
the upper body, the lower body, clothing, 

crockery, etc.-and are of different colors 
to keep them separate from each other.) 

To emm.re that everything is clean, 
food and utensils are not to touch any un­
clean surf ace, one's clothing, or people not 
directly involved in the preparation. Food 
is purchased in crates and drink in bar­
rels; meat is bought on th~ hoof. In any 

case, there should be no visible indication 
of food having been handled. Cutlery is 
not put directly onto the table top but 
placed first on a folded napkin. If a piece 
of tableware falls to the ground or is de­
filed m some other way (perhaps by being 

■ The inability to cook is considered a rail• 
ing, so men, as well as women, know how to 
prepare meals. 

licked by a dog or a cat), it used to be de­
stroyed, although today it is more com­
mon to purify the item by prolonged boil­
ing or soaking in bleach. Any food on the 
tb.ble that has been touched, even barely, 
is thrown away after the meal or else giv­
en to non-Gypsies, perhar s even passers­
by. 

Foods w hta avoided dunng fasting 
usually include meat and other animal 
products. Some individuals fast regularly 
each rnday, although fasting a~ a rule is 
practiced only by individuals who are sexu­
ally active. Some fasting does not have a 
religious basis but is motivated by con­
cerns of health. Breast feeding mothers, 
for instance, will not eat green vegetables, 

nor can they fast e1t the same times as the 
rest of the family. Sine;,~ fasting is consid­
ered to strengthen and purify the body, in­

dividuals might fast for &.i.'1 aiiing relative. 
(In times of sickness, family support is vi­
tal-a fact. that causes hospital adminis­

trators some alarm when their wards be­
conw filled with the patients' relatives.) 

At special feasts among Ameriam 
&ma, everything should ideally be new, 
including one's clothing, any money that 

will be involved openly, the candles, and 
so on. Religious statues are washed using 
newly purchased towels and soap, prefer­
ably squeeze~bottle soap that needn't 
touch the hands. ,¥omen who are indis­
posed (see below) are not allowed to touch 
the religious statues. Ordinary families 
use plastic knives, forks, and spoons, and 
paper or plastic plates and tablecloths--as­

suredly unused and therefore clean . 
Women are indisposed and eajoined 

from oooking when they are menstruat­
ll'li> (referred t.o euphemistica.Uy as nasua­
lt [ill], or thet they dikhen-pe [are seeing 
fhernselves]; the menses ara referred t;o 

as podya, a woni actually meaning petti­
coat. 1 Othel· causes of indisposition are 
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w Ritual beliefs or r.leanliness torbid sharing. Personal utensils and cups are req-.rlred at all 

times. 

late pregnancy, childbirth, or being in 
mourning (a zhalyak{ Romni{). When 
family groups were larger, other women 
could stand in for those excused from cook­
ing; in smaller families nowadays, any oth­
er family member might take over. At es­
pecially important gatherings, religious 
feast.s for example, only men will cook as 
an extra precaution against contamina­
tion. 

Vvhile the origins of these beliefs can 
clearly be traced to India, it is also quite 
r:robable that they became even more 
deeply entrenched into Romanfya during 
the yea.rs when families were kept on the 
move or lived in close quarters where per­

sonal hygiene was at a premium. Water 

was not always available when access to 
wells was prohibited <Roma were accused 
of poisoning the wells when they arrived 
in Europe), and toiletries were unavail­
able from shopkeepers, who could be 
fined for doing business with Gypsies. 

Hot and cold foods 

S 
ome foods are considered esperially 
beneficial or lucky. Food of this 
kind, called b<Jxtr,Jo xabe, consists 

of items that are either strong-tasting or 
bright-colored, such as chili, black pepper, 
garlic, lemon, pickles, vinegar, or salt. 
These items can be incorporated into pro-
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A family celebrat!on in France. Holiday or &pecial occa.sion meals-no matter how large-­
are almost never catered. It would be improper f'or a non-Gypsy to prepare the food. 

tective amulets. This is paralleled in 
RaJpiit (North Indian) culture, which di­
vides foods into hot and cold, with their 
proper consumption and balance in the di­
et having a direct bearing upon one's 
health and well-being. Among Roma, a 
lack of these foods can predispose one t.o ill­
ness, and cures are effected by 'baxtale xai­
mata in the diet or left outside the house 
t.o detract harmful spirits. 

The Roma, also like the Rajputs, di­
vide sickness into those that are directly 
related to the group's activity, and those 
that are not. Among the ~puts, siclmess 
can come by not obeying the laws of 
~put life-not respecting certain go.:is, 

for example. Afflictions of this kind in­
clude smallpox, cholera, seizures, nervous 
tension from a spell, and so on. Some of 
these, cholera and smallpox for example, 
are thought to be retribution from female 
gods, and the cure must come through 
the advice of a medicine woman, or 
sl6.na, who will, among other things, pre­
scribe a pnrticular diet. Ordinary sicknes­
ses, that is those acquired by contact wjth 
outsidf.~rs or the improper attention to the 
body and diet, include diarrhea, coughs, 
colds, and stomach aches. 

Among Roma, the same ger.,~ral divi­
sions apply, although semally transmit­
ted and some other diseases are also seen 
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as non-Gypsy-these can be acquirro on­
ly from a non-Gypsy and require the atten­
tion of a non-Gypsy doctor. Advice on Gyp­
sy diseases is S(?Ught from a draharni, the 
equivalentoftheslana. The connection be-· 
tween healing and divination is clear 

here: The root of this word is drab (mecli­
cine), but it is also the general word for 
spiritual advisor. Another parallel shared 

by both the Rajput and Romani cultures 
is the belief that sicknesses are transmit­
ted by a fem ale spirit called a choxay[· (a 
word that means sorceress in non-Vlax dia­
lects). Marriage and parenthood are also 
integral parts of the cycle of balance; 
adults who are single are considered to be 
out of synchronization with Romanfya. 

While a number of the traditional 
practices connected with food and its prep­
aration have disappeared or have become 
modified, especiaJJy in North America, 

and attitudes toward pollution have per­
haps relaxed to some extent, they contin­

ue to form an integral part of Romaniya, 
nevertheless; one's state of inner balance 
(his health and state of mind) and outer 
balance (social harmony) depend upon his 

maintenance of the requirements of Roma­
ni pen in ~ its aspects. Disharmony here 
can only lead to loss of identity-and ac­

ceptance-as a Rom. It is this barrier be­
tween the clean and the polluted that, 
more than any other aspect of Romani cul­
ture except perhaps language, keeps the 

Romani people intact and distinct from 
all non-Gypsy populations around them.■ 

l <Vl HancocJc is tlit UN and UNICEF r,pT'UffltG. 
tiue lor the In.temation.al Romani Union and a pro­
fessor of lin,ruistics and E11.Klish at tM Uniwrsit.} 
of T'tt:m at Austin. He haa pubiwa«l e:rtenaill6Y on 
the Roma; most ~ M htu writtffl The Pariah 
Syndrome· An Account of Gypsy Slavery and Per­
secution 
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Ian Hancock 
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This pape r was presented at the Stxth Annual MeetLng and Conferenc~ 

on Gy.psy Studi.es of . the Gypsy Lore Soetety, North 11.~ri.. can C.hapt,u • 
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nfI. 1>EVEL.OPMENT OF ROMA.NZ LINGUISTICS 

Ie1n Hancock 

The UniversitH of Texas at Austin 

While members of at least one group of Gypsies encotmtered by Forcliviensis 

.ln l ly in 1422 were able to tell him that they were from India. (11al.iqui diaeban.t:, 

t:f..40d .·,wit i.n India" - "some [ of the Gypsies) said they were from India a, reco:rdrd 

1n Murato:ri, 1754, Vol. 19, under the entry for August 4th, 1422) 1, recollec-t101, o 

th!.!~ ace of origin seems to have become lost early on among Gypsy populations in 

Eurtf(N perhaps the principal reason for the startling number of proposed 

origi~ scattered through the literature. These range from the carefully 

'.;::iei;· .fie to the most foolishly romantic: among those which no longer find 

wide ceptance among modem scholars include the notions that Gypsies were 

or.igi ~.11y Tatars - followe1rs of Jenghh Khon returning to d~vastate east.~rH 

£~.r':'Op ~ .. Jews coming out of hiding, Jews from Egypt, Egyptians chasing Jews, 

A:ro.b" , desce11dants of Cain, descendants of Atlantis, extraterrestrials or 

~or d:r.lts of Z. '8me ~, a race of prehistoric horsemen winch also included 

AW.Ct. an Indians, the Basques and the Fellahin of Egypt (Folco de Baroncelli•• 

J9.,rc:,·• in Dix, 1975). 

The T.heories which continue to find adherents are (a) that Gypsies are 

,::-f Y;idian origin, (b) that Gypsies are of Asian, but not sp-ecifically Indian 

c,1 :t. p end (c) that they are a composite people, widely distributed through• 

,, 1 ~ 1·ld and constituting a social type of divers ethnic origins. Th ... s lat :-1 

h:--· e3is. most recently supported by Okely (1983), is weakened by (amon.r 

o·r P'% things) her reliance on just one Gypsy population -·· .: 
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and by insufficient famili&rity with inflected Romani. I~ has been the 

Gypsy language, or rather the study of its fragmented dialects, more than any 

other single factor which has led to the general acceptance of an Indian 

origin for its speakers. But while the language is undeniably Indic, and 

while contemporary Indian linguists are zealous in their attempts to forge 

such a connection 2 , it is significant that some scholars -- who are themselves 

Gyps ies, e.g. Lee, Kochanowski, Bryer -- believe Gypsy origins to be outside 

of India. 

Sebastian Mtmster was the second observer to allude to an Indian origin 

for t he European Roa. in his Coamogl'aphie CJnive~seZle (1S50:267), but his 

hypothesis was not based upon linguistic criteria, nor did his work include 

any discussion of the language. lt was not until 1760 that Valyi Istvan, a 

Calvinist student of theology from Almas in HlD\gary, who was studying at Leiden, 

was ab le to make known his findings. In a discussion about Sanskrit with three 

students from Malabar who were attending the same university. he noticed some 

simil arities between that language and the smattering of Romani he had acquired 

from Gypsies living in Raab (now called Gyor) near his home. Upon retuM1ng 

to Hungary he was able to confirm his suspicions after visiting the same Romani 

sp ,a· crs and reading a prepared list of Sanskrit words to them. 

is discovery was made known in print three years later in an article by 

Szekely von Doba in the Gazette de Vwmas 1 which in tum provided material for 

a discussion of the Indian affiliations of European Romani by Rudiger in 1782. 

The E· .glish philologist Jacob Brysnt reached similar conclusions, probably 

ind pendently (see Sampson. 1911) in 178S, while in the same year, one William 

Marsd m published a comparative list of English Romani, Turkish Romani and Hindi, 

concluding (1785:385) that 

Should uy be inclined to doubt (wflioll r acercely suppose possible) 

of the identity of the Gypsey or Cingari, and tbe Hindoatanic languages, 
till it will be acknowledged u no uninteresting subject of speculation, 

ht tribes wandering through tbe mountains of Nubia, or the plains of 

mnania, have been conven[ing] tor centurie• in a dialect precisely sim 
ar to that spoken at thi• day by the obscure, despised and wretched 

cople in England, whose language has been considered as a fabricated 
tbberioh and confounded with a cant in use among thieves and beggars, 

and whoBe pe~aons have been (till w1tll1n the period of a year) an object 

~f the penecutton, instead of the protection, of our laws. 

Comparative Indian linguistics was still in its infancy ,t that 1r1c 

and there is still some disagreement as to the exact cl .. c", 

dialects It is now generally accepted .., · .. L • , , ·, 
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the Subcontinent between 3,000 and 2,000 BC (Polome, 1984), ultimately from 

the Inda-European homeland in the region of the Steppes of southern Russia. 

At that time, the closely related Iranic, Indic (and possibly Dardic) groups 

had become distinct linguistic subfamilies. Among the great number of early 

Indic languages, Vedic and Sanskrit are perhaps the best known, and were 

closely related to each other. Also closely related to these were some 40 

other languages, collectively known as the Priltrits, some of which were the 

vehicles of enensive literatures, and which are still cultivated today as 

liturgical tongues, e.g. Pili (for Buddhism) and Magadhi (for Ja1nism). 

Based upon the Prikrits were several colloquial and literary ven1aculars 

known as Apabhr8J!l~as, and it is from these, rather than from the Prakrits, 

that the modern Indian languages de,cend. 

A few years before the a~pearanc ·0 of RUdiger' s work Bacmeister, a colleague 

of his, published a short note based upon it in which he linked Romani most 

closely with Multani, a language of the North-Western group (Bacmeister, 1777). 

Rudiger's work also attracted the attention of Heinrich Grellmann who, in 1783 

published a treatment of Romani language, migration and customs. On the basis 

of the few treatments available to him, Grellmann posited a geographical 

origin for the Rom in Hindustan, and their social origin in the Sudra, i.e. 

the lowest of the four Hindu castes. He also believed that the language of 

Surat, Gujerati, was the most closely-related modern Indian language to 

Romani, and that Romani had undergone change as a result of social factors 

encotmtered after its subsequent arrival in Europe. 

Grellraann's work attracted the interest of a number of Indianists, who 

became marginally interested in Romani and who made passing references to its 

possible genealogy in their work. Such scholars included Schlegel, Bopp and 

Julg, though beyond acknowledging an ultimate source in Sanskrit, they made 

no attempt to p-ropose a more precise lineage for the language. Contemporary 

with these scholars was a handful of Romanologues who were publishing descrip­

tions of specific dialects of European Romani: Bischoff, von Heister, Puchrneyer 

and Graffunder among them (see bibliography), thus there was ample material 

becoming available on Romani, and an increasing corpus of data dealing with 

the languages of India, for Augustus Pott to produce the first scientific 

historical and comparative study of Romani in 1844 -- for which he has come 

to be regarded as the father of Romani lingui stics. He ·reput edly nev•!:;: met an\· 

Gypsies, and did all of his work from non--pr'imary sources. 
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Pott offered three premises: firstly, that while there existed many 

Romani dialects in Europe, they all descended from one "once U.Tnform original 

language"; secondly, that contrary to what was popularly st:pposed, Romani was 

a distinct language with its own lexicon and grammar, and was not to be con­

fused with any of the various "thievish j:1rgons" 3, and thirdly that it descended 

from Sanskrit and was most closely related to Sindhi, spoken in what is today 

southern Pakistan. The Italian scholar Graziadio Ascoli supported Pott's 

theories, in a significant study published over twenty years later in 1865. 

DARDIC 
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MEDIATE 

!EASTERN 

NORTHERN 
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In 18S1, Sir Richard Burton published a short work in which he proposed 
that the European Gypsy population shared certain similarities with the Jats 
of India, an idea which was expounded upon later by Trumpp (1872), Bataillard 
(1875) and de Goeje (1903). Burton claimed to be the first to suggest this 
origin; both Rishi (1976:86) and Singha! (1982:38, probably based on Rishi) 
indicate that Pott believed that " ... the relation between Romany and the 
dialect of the modern Jats was so close that there could be no doubt that the 
roots of Romani lay in the north of India" (Singhal, lo~. ait.), though an 
exaaination of Pott revealed no mention of this. 

v 

Collllt Joseph Arthur de Gobineau, in a study of early Iranian migration wh1c~ 
&!'J)eared in the middle of the last century, was told by his Persian Gypsy inform­
ants that their ancestors were not from India nor had ever been there, but came 
instead from Kabul, in what is today Afghanistan (1857:693). The possibility that 
Romani, and the ancestors of the Gypsies, separated from the main Indo-Aryan migra­
tion before it entered the Subcontinent seems to be gaining a number of adherents 
today. 

The next important figure was Franz Miklosich, who had done fieldwork 
at first-hand among various groups of Rom throughout the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire and who, as a result, had compiled a far broader data base from which 
to work. lJnlike lllOSt of those before him, he also made efforts to learn to 
speak· the language. Miklosich, ·an Amtrian, produced two anthologies: the 
extensive, 12-part Ueber- ale Mundaitten und die flandsrung11n dn Zigeuner 

Europa's between 1872 and 1881, and the smaller BeitMge .aur Kenntniss der 
Zigeunsl'f71U1UUa'tBn between 1874 and 1878, works still consulted for their 
wealth of etymological and dialectological data. Indeed, the former work 
constituted the first etyaological lexicon of the language ever produced. 

Miklosich's genetic theories benefitted from a number of monographs 
then available on contemporary Indian languaees, and he became persuaded by 
the idea that Romani was of a Dardic type, and was therefore most closely 
related to such languages as Kashmiri or Shina; he believed this because of 
preserved features shared by Roaani and soa members of this group (such as 
the consonant clusters -st-, -It-~ -tr- and -d:r-, which have become reduced 
in other branches), and he suggested that the split with the other Indic 
languages occurred very early on because of a number of preserved early 
shifts found in Romani (Mun&atten und Wan~sn. IX:42-51, and Beitrage, 
IV:287-296). In his comparative grg-.mmar of the Neo- 11'\dic languages (13?2-
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l.879), John Beames supported Miklosich 's theory of a geographically North­

Western origin for Romani, placing the original homeland in the deserts of 

the northern Panjab (Beames, III:98), and suggesting a particularly close 

relationship with Kashmiri as well as Panjabi (op. cit., IV:17S-177), although 

these two languages belong to separate branches~. 

In 1886, George Grierson, who was later to compile the monumental 

Lingu:lstic BUPIJBll of India (1903-1922), suggested that Romani was an Eastern, 

and not a North-Western, language (1887?38): 

Concerning my own theory of tbe origin of the Gipsies, I have 
already, in the introduction to Mrs. Grierson's Gypsy Index, stated my 
opinion that the language test points to an Indian tribe speaking a 

A A ~ ~ A ~ 

dialect derived from Magadh1 and not from Sauruen1 Prakrit, and that, 
therefore, it is in !aetern Bindll.ten that we must look for their 
ucestors. 

But in his later published studies of the Paisacr languages he was to revise 

his views radically. In a note on Pischel's work, he said (1908:400) 

... the linguistic home of the Romane is to be found in North­
Western India, mostly beyond the frontier - in Kashmir, in Gilgit and 
in Oaitral .. . the linguistic evidence. in my opinion, 1s conclusive. 
These people of the North-Western frontier speak a group of la.P.guages 
which I call Pisaoa, and the reeembl.tnces to Romani are quite convincing, 

-, , 

And again in his Lingu.istic SlD'tHly (VIII:i) that•"there appears to be little 

doubt that their original Indian language was some form of Dardic". Jules 

Bloch supported Grierson's Dardic hypothesis in his study of Marathi (1920:22), 

citing as evidence the retention of /s/ in the clusters exemplified by 

Miklosich (Bupl'Q), and the shift of /t/ < /1/ shared by Romani and Dardic, 

but lost al together in the other branches.· 

Grierson (1906:iii) was amon1 the earliest lndicists to propose that 

Dardic (Paisac!) constituted a third, distinct Aryan branch, alongside Indic 

and Iranic. a point of view 110dified later by Morgenstierne (1926), who 

believed that it was in fact Indic, but had separated from the core before 

undergoing the extensive mrphological and phonological changes which char­

acterize the ~ther Indic branches subsequent to the Middle Indo-Aryan period. 

Nevertheless, it was Grierson's position which seems to have been adopted 

for the purposes of the Indian Census Bureau language survey (Sarker, 1964:91) 

In 1883, Pischel also proposed a North-Western origin for the language , 

basing his evidence upon the work of Miklosich before him (1833:370) . 
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... the Gypsy 4ialects agree so closely with those of the extreme 
north-west of India, the languages of the Darda and Kafirs, in a number 
of phonetic peculiarities, and at the same time are so utterly different 
from all the other Aryan languages of modern India, that in the present 
state of our knowledge their cloee relationship must inevitably be 
acknowled1ed. 

In positina a Paisac1 origin for the Romani language and people, Pischel 

believed Burton to have been wrong in forming a connection with the Jats, 

and Gobineau likewise to have been misled in his wtderstanding of the origin 

,., 

and distribution of the peoples of western India. According to Windfuhr {1970:290;, 

it is likely that it vas Zargari (i.~. Balkan) speakers whom Gobineau enco\.Dltered 

in Iran. Pischel suggested that the migration out of India was initiated by the 

invasion of the area by Islamic troops under Tamerlaine in the 13th century, but 

this can hardly be maintained in the light of what we now know of Romani chronology. 

-In 1907, Franz Nikolaus Finck published a compilation of all available 

stuties on Lomavren, the dialect of the Bola or Gypsies of the southern 

Caucasus which, like Angloromani, survives almost wholly as a lexicon only (le 

Redlosko, 1984). having grammatically restructured itself on the model of the 

surrounding lanaua,e, Armenian. Thus 110rphological, and especially syntactic 

forms are wanting. On the basis of its phonology and lexicon, both also 

heavily influenced by Armenian, Finck believed Lomavren to have distinct 

oriains from European Romani within Indo-Aryan: the former (following Pischel 

and Miklosich) in Dardic, and the latter in a separate Prikritic branch, 

probably ~uraseni. Finck's arguments were weak because Macalister's work 

on Domari, another non-European dialect. was not yet available to him as a 

basis for comparison 5 and because they rested upon the phonological charac­

teristics of only a very few lexical items. 

In a short notice which appeared in 1909, Alfred Woolner proposed that 

the origins of the language should be sought not in the north-west of India, 

but further east (of. Grierson •s first hypothesis). and suggested West Pahari 

-- a language closely related to Nepali -- as being especially close on the 

basis of a comparison between their respective verbal and pronominal paradigms. 

A quarter of a centtn')' earlier. Charles Godfrey Leland had suggested 

that the word Rom was cognate with <jt:Jm, and that the if,orr, were the ancestors 

of the GYPsies. In Hindi, the word is defined as ttone of the sweeper class ; 

janitor, menial", and in Gujerati as ' ;member of a nomadic class" . Yule & 
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Eurnell (1886:322) list under Dome, .Dhome "The name of a very lo"· caste, 

representing some old aboriginal race, spread all over India", and a quote 

dated 1817 at the same entry has " ... another tribe of vagrants, who are also 

a separate sect ... are the class of mountebankes, buffoons, posture-masters, 

tumhlers, dancers and the like ... the most dissolute body is that of the Durtbar~ 

or Dwnbaru''. This possibility fomd a staimch supporter in John Sampson, 

secretary to the Gypsy Lore Society which had been fonned in 1888 (an indi-

•1 

cation of the growing interest in Romani studies) and librarian at the University 

of Liverpool. Sampson devoted llUch of his life to the study of Welsh Romani; 

His theories of Gypsy origins were presented initially in 1907, and in 

an elaborated version in 1923 in a paper read before tne British Association 

(Sampson, 1923), and finally, supported with extensive linguistic data, in 

his Dia.Zeot of the Gypsies of Wales (1926). In that work he argued (p. 29), 

that 

Romani' 1• not derived from any one of the seven languages [i.e. 

Apabhr&J?&u] but ts rather a separate dialect which, there is reason 

to believe, aust have ori11nate4 in the North-West provinces. 

He saw the original Gypsies entering Persia during the ninth century, as 

"a single race speaking a single language" (1923: 161), and argued that Romani 

belonged to the North-Western branch (vitll Bacmeister's Multani and Pott's 

Sindhi) rather than to the Darclic branch favoured by Miklosich, Pischel and 

Grierson, because it had reached Persia with its consonantal system intact, 

while the Dardic languages had already dervoiced its voiced unaffricated stops 

well before the period of exodus out of India. Sampson also showed that 

European and Armenian Romani have regularly devoiced the original Sanskritic 

voiced aspirated series -bh-. -dh-, -gh- and -jh- to -ph-. -th-, -kh- and -ah-, 

whereas the reflex in Domari has yielded deaspirated voiced stops. HL 

examples included (1923:161): 

S llll8 krf.t European R. Lomavren Demart Englbh ---
ghiisa khas khas gas "hay" 

dhav- thov- thot>- dau- ''wash" 

bhrotr phral phaZ bar ubrother ' 

Thus, he believed, devoicing of the voiced stops must have taken place on Persi ~1 

territory; the two branches resulting from this split he called the -::,hen (European 

and Lomavren) and the ben (Domari) groups , on the basis of theh r •-'spe,·tive u,1-

derlying forms for 11sister116
• 
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In the same year that Sampson's grammar of Welsh Romani appeared, Ralph 

Turner published his arguments against the earlier theories of a North-Western 

or a Dardic origin for Romani, directing most of his criticism at the work of 

John Sampson. He suggested instead an ultimately Central- (Saurasenic) origin 

for the language. He attempted to show that Sampson was wrong on a number of 

counts, for example regarding the devoicing in the Dardic languages of the 

earlier voiced series retained in the n®-Dardic divisions, for which Turner 

maintained there was no evidence, or regarding the voiced aspirates, retained 

by Romani but lost in Dardic, where Turner indicates that the latter phenomenon 

probably occurred much later in Dardic than the time of the split between 

Sampson's phen and ben branches. Turner also pointed out that earlier scholars 

had not paid sufficient attention to the significance of the dates of the various 

sound-shifts (1926:148): 

... there seem to have been no attempt to determine or consider the 
relative data.s of the aound-chuges by which it is attempted to connect 
Romani with one or the other group. It te, however, of the highest im­
portance that in the case of innovations, we distinguish between the 
eulier and the later. 

By taking account of these innovations, Turner's aim was to show that Romani 

was more closely related to the Central than to the Dardic (his NW) group, and 

that North-Western features evident in it are later accretions resulting from 

migration out of the Central area throu&h the North-West, and a probable sojourn 

there of some centuries before eventually moving on into Persian territory. 

He arrived at this conclusion after a detailed comparison of the sound-changes 

reflected in each branch. His North-Western (Dardic) data included material 

from Kashmiri, Shina and Tirahi; his Central (Saurasenic) data included Hindi 

and Nepali. His correspondences &Te summarised as follows: 

Sanskrit 

a . r : prcchati 
0 0 

b. rt : dhrtah 
• 0 

c. k~ :drik'i 

d. am : asmiti 

e. tv/dv : dvirmn 
tm 

, 
f. y- : yiti 

a. -m- : bhumf 

Dardic 

ri: prichi 

; : -
~~h : drikt 

sp,ss : asim 

tt,d :daru 

y-: y'ii 

"'1ll- :bhum 

;. 

Sauraseni 

u,i: puche 

t ;dha.rna 

kkh :dakh 

mh : ham 

pp,b: bahar 

j : jae 

-v-: bhfil 

Eur. Romani English 

u, i : puc- "ask" 

t : thil- "hold" 

kkh (< kh) "grape" 
drakh 

mh ( < m) "we" 
ame 

PP (< p,b) "outside" 
7 

bara 

j : j a- "go'' 

-v- (< -v- ) " ea:r.th " 
: phuv 
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In addition, Turner showed that the original Sanskrit medials -t-/-th­
and -d-/-dh- were retained in European and Lomavren Romani as -Z.- and in Domari 
Romani as -2'-, where they have been lost elsewhere, including in languages of 
the Central group: 

,,. 
Saukrit Dardic Saurasent Eur. Roaani English 

, 
gat~ gaa g-,ya gelo "went" 

kankatat' konyi kaniyo kangli "comb" 

mrt~ - IIIUa 111lU mulo "dead" • 
utthit,~ athoilus ut,I\Yo uitilo "stood" 

Siailarly, Ro■ani has preserved -2'- after a preceding labial or dental stop, 
lost elsewhere (althou,tl as with the above shifts, exceptions are found in 
some of the Dardic languages): 

Saukrit 

mGtru , 
trtni 

Dardlc 

aike 

& 

.. 
Sauruent Eur. Roaani English 

mut muter "urine" 

tin trin "three•• 

On the basis of these and other conserved forms, TUrner deduced that 

1 I 

Rollani speakers must have left the Central area before they were lost there, and 
since the Aiokan Inscription (256 - 237 BC) already reflect this loss, migration 
out of the area aust have pre-dated the middle of the third century before Christ. 

Woolner, however, questioned this (1912, 1928), saying that "Asoka's inscrip­
ticm5 cannot be taken as a safe 1Uide to the speech of the lower classes" (1928). 

Although the debate between Sampson and Turner was continued in subsequent 
nuabers of the .ToUJ"f'Zal of the Gypsy Lore Society (Sampson, 1927; Turner, 1927), 

Turner's position, stronely supported soon after its publication by the Russian 
linguist Barannikov (1929), has becoae the most generally accepted among 
modem students of the language (e.g. Kaufman, 1979; Higgie, 1984), as well 
as by contemporary scholars of the language in India (e.g. A. Joshi, S.S. Joshi 
and W.R. Rishi). 

DOIIARI, LOHAYREN AND ROMANI 

Turner divided Gypsy as a whole into European. Armenian (Lomavren) and 

Syrian {Domari) branches, without dividing each further; although Rommi is not 
infrequently applied to include all three branches, its initial R- qualifies it of 
course as a label only for the European branch. Sampson indicated that they had 
not separated from each other before their speakers entered Persia but, as indicated 
above, Turner did not share that opinion, believing that the split had occurred 
before migration out of India. If Rishi (1974) and others are correct in 
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assuming that different groups of Gypsie5 left India at different times and 

tmder different circumstances, it would support Turner's hypothesis of more 

than one exodus. Turner concluded his study thus (1926:178): 

Even if at the time of their exit from the region of the Hindu Kush 
the Gypsy tribes, represented to-day by the European, Armenian and Syrian 
groups, were already separated by certain isoglosses, it is nevertheless 
reasonable to suppose tbat, if they preserved contact or came again into 
contact with each other, they exerted a certain amount of mutual linguistic 
influence. 

Such a hypothe•is would explain the phonetic differences between the 
three groups and does not put serious difficulties in the way of accounting 
for their similarities. 

The ~rincipal phonological correspondences among the three branches, based 

primarily on Turner's data, can be summarized as follows: 

Sanskrit Lomavren European Romani English 

•• Sanskrit -~(~)- • Domari -t-, Loma en and European -l'- : 

attam atos arav varo "flour" .. 
pe~a pet per per "belly" 

b. Devoicing in Lomavren and European Romani: 

bharati bard- phar- pher- "fill" 

bu&a bis phus phus "straw" 

bhag-inl" bhanu phen "sister" 

gha.raa gam kham "sun" 

ghasa gas khas khas "hay" 

ksira gir khal khil "butter" 
• 

c. Sanskrit -v-, """1- ... European Romani -b-
*vadda vorov bare "big" .. 
va!,a Wat bar "stone" 

var~a wars bers "year" 

vadhu!I waJ_u-i bori "daughter-in-law" 
, 

vilah wal valin bal "hair" . 
vikrI,;,iiti vukn- vagn- bikin- "sell" 

•vI■at 1iiS bis "twenty" 

d. Sanskrit, Domari, Lomavren -h-, -z- ... European Romani -¢-

hasati hazar- xasel- as- "laugh" 

hima hiv iv "snow" 

bahu(ti) bahut buhu but "much" 

lohita lohori lolo "red'' 

hasta hast hath vast "ha.'ld" 
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"'I { 

e. Sanskrit, Domari, Lomavren -m- -+ European Romani -v-
-ami -ami -em -av "1st person sg. 

present tense" 

naman nam nam nav •'name" 

f. Sanskrit I Domari, -s- -+ Lomavren -s- -+ European Romani -!-

nasati nastar- nasu nas- "flee" 

sita si SU sil "coldness" 
, 
sata sai sel "hundred" 

dasa das las des "ten" 
, . 
siras, siri sis sero ,_ "head" 
si.rsam . 

g. Behaviour of the initial vs. medial dental series -n-., -l"'-., -Z-., -d-., -t-: 

da- der- lel- d- "give" 

manda D10na malav man{o "bread" .. 
nisa, lank nakh "nose" 
nisika 

dasa d s las de~ "ten" 

giti gire gilav gili "song" 

~•. clam lom ;-om 
"Gypsy man; 

domha husband" . 
cr-i the basis of this last item Turner labelled the three branches Dom, 

Lom and Rom. although a number of alternate etymologies for the word have been 

suggested (cf. Rishi, 1975, Kochano"'ski, 1976) - an issue of some significance 

since it bears upon the origins of the people themselves 8
• It is probable, how­

ever, that on the basis of phonological evidence presented by Gilliat-Smith (1911: 

293), ~ho located Balkan dialects of Rorwni which retained retroflex It/ as a 

reflex of Sanskrit /,t/, including in the word Rom itself, the source in /<Jo,nba/ 

is the correct one. 
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:FIG. 4 

SEPARATION OF THE BRANCHES 
ACCORDING TO SAMPSON 

DIALECTS WITHIN THE RANCHES 

SEP RATION OF THE BRANCHES 
ACCORDING TO TURNER 

While differing as to the time and circmnstances of their separation, 

both Sampson and Turner agree as to the grouping of the three divisions: 

f'RG. I 
Proto-foment 
j J 

Ben group Phen group 

l I 
1 

1 
Do■ari EurRo• Lo11avren 

SAMP80N•& DIVISIONS 

Proto-Romani 

I I I 
Dom ,roup 

Domari 

I 
Rom eroup 

I 
EurRom 

l 
Lom (group?) 

l 
Lomavren 

TURNER'S DIVISIOflS 

No attempt has been made to classify the Domari or Lomavren dialects more 

narrowly, although a useful survey of non-European Gypsy languages has been pro­

vided by Kenrick (1976b). Some of the groups listed as residing :l.n specific 

countl'ies include for Egypt the Helebi, Ghagar and Nawar, for Iran the Kurbati, 
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Z.argari, Qinati, Y-uruk and Kali. for Syria and Palestine the Kurbati, Beirut, 

Nawar and Nablos, and for Caucasia and eastern Turkey the Kara-chi, the Beludji, 

the Bosha and the Marashi. From their name, the Helebi and Nawar of Egypt prcb­

ably migrated there from Syria. The Bosha are Central Gypsy (Lomavren) speakers 

(Patkanoff, 1908-9; le Red!osko, 1984); but what is noteworthy is the presence 

of two Romani (i.e. European or Western) Gypsy-speaking populations in the Middle 

East: the Ghagar in Egypt (Sampson, 1928; Hanna, 1982), and the Zargari in Iran 

(Windfuhr, 1970). Both speak Western dialects of a Balkan type, and both probably 

descend from prisoners of war taken by the Turks in the 17th century and brought 

back out of Europe. A great deal more work needs to be done on the Central and 

Eastern Gypsy languages along the lines of that being undertaken by Canova (1981) 

and Nicholson (1984); while some of these are clearly distinct, labels applied 

to others may pl'Ove to be more geographical than linguistic, referring variously 

to the same dialect. 

Some efforts to classify the dialects of European Romani have also been 

more geographically determined than linguistically. Thus Clebert (1963) divides 

them into Finnish, Welsh, Hungarian, German, English, Catalan and Andaluz, for 

example. The attempts of earlier, better qualified scholars such as Miklosich 

were similarly broadly geographic. The first classification based upon purely 

linguistic criteria was that of Kochanowski (1963), who divided them into two 

groups: Vlax and non-VZaz, with the latter subdivided into four further grouns 

(Bernard Gilliat-Smith had already recognized the Vlax/non-Vlax distinction 

several decades before it was elaborated upon by Kochanowski): 

VT 

Rumania 
LOVaI'i 
Kalderash 
l/1ataine 
Yugoslavia 

Proto-European oaani 

Norih rn 

East Baltic 
No?'th PoZand 
West Baltic 
Russia 
MosoorJ 

Gensan 
I 

Frtenah Nanush 

Non-Vlax 

Carpathian 
I Hungary 

S7..ovakia 
South Poland 
Caec'hos 1-ovakia 

~Im. •• CLASSIFICATION ACCORDING TO KOCHANOWSKI 

Balkan 

l ' • Bu ga.M-a 
ArZija ( Yugo­

slavia) 

A classification by Kenrick (Hancock , 1975:6) also divides the European 

dialects into t o branches, on the basis of the development of -s- --> •"h" b, • 

a number of dialects (cf. Vlax earn "we: are". eur1:i.w1:r ",.,ith (a) knifS'.!", SintE· 
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ham. cur>iaha) : 

I 
A nian (Lom) 

I t 
Slovak Sinte 

I 
ff-dialects 

I I I 
Finnish Carpatbien 

- I 
s-dielects 

I I 
Northern 

I 
Vlax 

I 
Ben dialects (Dom) 

I 
Balkan 

I 
Non-Vlax 

Batkk 
Southern 

I 
Polish/Russian 

t 
Iberian 

Pl . 7, CLASS1FCC TION CCORDING TO ~&MhlCK 

1-'ent:r.el's classification (1976) also sets up an overall two-way division 
·ithin the European group, North rn and Southern: 

Proto-Europ~an Ro wni ----____ ... , ___________ __ 
I 

Southern 

r ' 
r 

Nonh 

B .lfic Germ-:n Ul ,aini&r! 
1 I I 

Russia 
White 
Russia 

ANhangel 
Kirov 
Vologodsk 
East 
IA.tvia 

Central 
Poland 

West F.a.st I 
Latvia Latvia 

No'l'th Gea"f'll(1'f1y 
Latvia Austi-ia 

Estonia Nor-th 
Italy 

West 
Poland 

I 
B•J.kan 

t 
Vlax 

I 

C 
. l 

l'UTIBa ~ Moldavia 
Moldavia LovaPi 
Uk.mine USSR 
Austria 
Hungary 
KaZde:raah 
USSR 

~I 1. CLASSIFICATION ACCORDING TO WENTZEL 

I 
Carpathian 

CarpJthfo 
T.lkPC.ine 

Terrence Kaufman's classification (1~79) is the only one to date based 
upon xtensive comparative research ll!ing all available data on a wide number 
of European dialects. Kaufman finds earlier schemata to be under-differentiated 
and to rely too heavily on geographical criteria. Like Kenrick, he acknowledges 
that the classification is complicated by cross-dialect interference, and that 
this cannot be satisfactorily indicated on family-tree charts of this kind. 
To date, his findings indicate the following classification of dialects 
within the European branch: 
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Proto-Eurppean Ro11umi 

·---,r----,--------,- f I 

Grer;;;- Zargari Balkan Northern Ibetiui. Vlu: 

I I . I 
Europew. Per-sum Basque aountry 

TUPk.ey Azeribai- Catalonia 

djan Spain 
Portugal 
South America 

Central Sinto British Baltic Nordic 

(Carpathian) (German, inc. I I (Scandia-

I Manush) avian) 
I I 

Bohemia Franae Im.gland Latvia Finland 

Momvia North w'aZea Russia No"'1ay 

Slovakia Italy Scotland Estonia &Jeden 

South Germany AustPalia Podolia De1'llflal"k 

Poland Austria. North Lithuania 
Gal,icia Netherla:nda America CentPa'l 

TranByl- S!JJit2erland Poland 

vania East Prussia. 

r----- t 1 
Black Sea Paspatian Ironworker Tinner (inc, Erl{ Hungarian 

~ia 
I I Drindari) I I 

Euztopean Bulgal'ia Bulgal'ia South Hunga.pY 

( 'll1'sari ') Turkey Macedonia Italy Bepgenland 
Bulgaria 

Ukrainian Central Vlax 
(inc. Kalderash) 
Rumania 

Lovari Southern Vlax Southwestern Vlax 

' Enstern 
Ukrt1ine Hungary 

West 
Ukr>ainP 

l!SA 
South 

11n f'r>ica 

l • 
Poland· 
Cermany 
Hungar>y 

I. 
Rwnan1-a 
Bulgaria 
Albania 
Yugoslavia 
USA 
South 
America 

FIG. 9. CLASSIFICATION ACCORDING TO KAUFMAN 

I. 
Ruman'?,a 
Bulgaria 

-... J 
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FURTHER THEOR!ES OF ROMANI OReGINS 

In a number of studies published during the past decade a small group of 

Indian scholars has tried to show a specifically Panjabi (i.e. Saurasenic) 

origin for Romani; thus A. Joshi maintains (1981:39) that it is 

... evident that the origin and closest p~oximity of Romani can only 
be found in Apabhraipsa dialect, pnrticularly Sauraseni. 

Where these studies differ from others is in the particularly Indian 

perspective they provide upon an essentially Indian issue, and in their 

authors' being able to examine cultural and religious parallels from a wholly 

Indian aspect not possible for European scholars, to support their claims. 

Indian scholarship in this connection is an intriguing combination of 

subjectiveness and careful documentation 9
• The overall concensus seems to be 

that Gypsies descend from the Rajput, Jat and Ksatriya warriors, along with 

their camp followers who consisted of Lobars, Banjaras, Saudagars and others 

who were taken prisoner during the Islamic invasions of the area nine centuries 

ago (Rishi, 1983:45). This hypothesis was developed earlier by Kochanowski 

(1967), who in addition suggested two distinct racial origins, the fair-skinn~d 

Ksatriyas and the dark-skinned Scythians to accoW1t for the range of physical 

type and complexion evident among the modem Gypsy populations (1968); more 

recent work in the s area has been undertaken by Clarke (1971). The possi-

bility that the ancestors of the Romani people were warriors, rather than 

"mountebankes and buffoons" has, of course, a certain appeal to Gypsies themselves. 

Ronald Lee (in Hancock, 197S:55) believes that the original homeland of 

the Gypsies was in the Bactrian Steppes, under the cultural influence of the 

Greek principalities of Bactria tmtil these were demolished by the invasions 

of Yue-Chi, who drove them southwards into India. The movement out of India, 

Lee believes, occurred many generations later over a period of about a century 

and led through Persia and the Middle East into the Byzantine Empire. 

Harry Bryer has suggested (1981), on the basis of linguistic considera­

tions, that the present-day Gypsy population represents the original Aryan 

people in culture and language, having preserved their identity as a result of 

continually being on the move, and therefore less subject to acculturation 

to other societies. 

Scholars such as these and others nevertheless do not dispute the Indic 

character of the Romani language, and it is in this area that their arguments 

receive the least support. But the possibility that Romani split from the 
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Inda-Iranian core is not entirely untenable. Over a century ago Curzon wrote 

at length about "the extension of the Sanskrit language and Aryan civilization 

over Asia and Europe11 (1856: 183). Petersen (1912 :417-418) emphasized that 

As long as the Indian Aryans dwelt together with the Iranians 
toward the north-west of the Punjab, they were virtually one people, 
and only after they separat.ed in order that one part might invade 
India, did large differences of language develop. 

The same point was raised by Pierre Maile (in Etudes '1.'siganes for 1955), following 

the observations of Woollner, discussed in Bloch (1965:27), who referred to the 

fact that in earlier times the Indo-Aryan linguistic frontier extended much 

further to the West. Bloch (op. cit., pp. 11-12) also noted that 

Traces not only of -\ryans, but even of the same tribes which broug·ht 
S .. sltri t to India, re therefore found in Asi prior to the 14th Century 
[BC]. It 1. 0 ho'il ver, still impos'iibl'i:' to make sure "hether the invasion 
ct India took place later, or •hether ,e have to do with tribes which 
follo·ed later. or even had returned from India. 

Echoing Bloch, Emeneau (1966:132) said "Frankly we are totally tminformed of 

the history of the migration [into India]". 

Bloch (1946) and Berger (1959) have examined the possibility of morpho­

logical and lexical influence upon Ronani from Brahui and Burushaski -- both 

non-Indo-European languages sp~ken in southe. Pakistan and the eastern Hindu 

Kush respectively. Confirmation of the presence of elements from these would 

argue stron ,Jy for a more easterly or southeasterly origin for Romani. Another 

alt point in the arg• ent for an origin outside of India would seem to be that 

the Prikrits retained their three-gender system even into the Mediaeval period, 

and "ani. like the modern Indian languages, has only two genders (although 

Do ri has vestiges of a neuter gender (Macalister, 1914:9), suggesting separa­

tion from India at a different ti, from Lomavren or European Romani). Unless 

this ere lost inde ~ndently following so~ ·ind of StammbaUill principle, which 

would have to account for the very high rate of innovated shared gender selec­

tions of the earlier neuter items in both European Romani and the neo-Indian 

languages, then it must be concluded that the ancestor of European Romani (and 

p ssibly Lomavren) was still being spoken in India at the time of the loss of 

the third gender. Modem scholarship generally favours a later (i.e. 9th, 

10th or 11th Century) migration out of India rather than the 5th Century 

migration supported by the Victorian scholars, based on the account of the 
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poet Firdausi 10
• One modern Romanologue who does support the theory of an 

earlier rather than a later migration is ~enrick, on the basis of the paucity 

of Arabic-derived items in the Romani lexicon (1976a:3): 

The Rmianies of Europe must have come through Iran before 600 A.D. 
the first Arab invasions - this is the only possible explanation 

for the luge number of Iranian words and the small (infinitesimal) number 
of Arabic words found in the Romani vocabulary. 

More recently Kaufman (1984:12) pointedly stated that 

ThaTe ie no ?Jay Romani could have avoided Arabic loanwords unless it 
had antered Iron Md left llll;ain before 700 AD. Speculations that do not oper­
ate within these constraints as axiomatic are idle; it is totally irrelevant 
that there may be aome historical evidence of troubles in, and outmigrations 
from India 11.rOund 1000 AD, and I u getting bored with hearing again and 
q:ain the speculation that the Gypsies may have left India at such a late 
date. 

It is ~vident that the debate surrounding the ultimate origin of the Gypsy 

populations and the date or dates of their separation from the other Indic 

peoples has still not been fully resolved. 

Whether or not the three branches do in fact represent dialects related 

to the same people and the same sociohistorical phenomena, or whether, being 

the only demonstrably Indic languages to be found outside of India the three 

~roups have been fortuitously lumped together as representing one historically 

tmified population, remains to be shown. 
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COMPARATIVE DATA ~ROM THE THREE BRANCHES 

A. 100-item list of cognates 

English Sanskrit Hindi 

1. all sarva siri 

Shiaa 

butu . 
Domari 

gis 

Lomavren Eur. Romani 

save sa 

2. ask puch­

mir­
thin 

petI 

bari 

bee- sayil-ker puchav- puch-

3. beat 

4. bed 

5. belt 

6. big 

7. bread 

8. break 

9. breast 

mr­. 
sthina 

vadra . 
manda .. 
bhagna­

~ci 

kol 

10. bring ani-

11. brother bhritr 
• 

12. butter ghrta . 
13. cold $itala 

14. COIie bhav-

15. cry/weep ruv-

18. cut cinat-

17. dance krI~-

18. descend 

19. die 

ao. drink 

21. eat 

22. egg 

23. excreta 

24. eye 

25. face/ 
■outh 

26. fall 

27. fish 

28. five 

29. flour 

30. foot 

31. four 

mr-. 
pib­

khid­

anda .. 
gutha 

aksi . 
mukha 

pat­

matsya 

pafica 

pada 

catvari 

• 
min.di . . 
bhig­

~ci 

kole 

in-

bh'iI 

ghI 

sital 

ho­

ro­

cina­

khel-
_., 

nae-

mar­

lin 

mar­

tan 

dakboni -. 
baru tilla . 
tiki 

phut­

~ei 

mona 

gututi xri . . 
at-

• , 
za 

gih 

chiu 

o-
r-

cir-

nat-. 

nan-

bar 

gir 

silda 

au­

rou­

c:in-

., 
nac-

uttar- khir­

mar-

xul­

mar­

pi­

~ar­

ana 

xal 

iki 

pi­

khi­

andi . . 
ghur 

~h 

par-. 
macch __ .., 
pane 

atta .. 
cir 

py­

kh­

haniI 

achi 

mukh 

p­

chuma 

pol 

ata . 
pa.i 

cir 

mu/mi 

ku­

kirwa 

pand! 

atos 

pau 

star 

mari­

oiri 

khalikh 

vorov 

malav 

bakhot-

koli 

an­

phal 

tel 

SU 

av­

erov­

cin­

khel-

xol­

mar­

pi­

xath­

anlu 

xenav 

akhi 

mui 

par­

man~av 

pendz 

arav 

pav 

catar 

mar-

tban 

kultik 

baro 

man{o 

phag-

cu~i 

kolin 

an-

phral 

khil 

lil/sidro 

av-

rov-

cin-

khel-

xul-

mer­

pi-

x-

an;o 
khul 

yakh 

mui 

per­

macho 

pandz 

21 
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32. full bhr bhar purrlo barda por pherdo . 
33. give di- de- d- de- le- d-

34. 10 yi- ji- boz- dza- dza- dz-

35. god deva dev xudai h~a leval devel 

36. Gypay ?dama ?4om dom lom {0m . • 
31. hair bala bal bUu wali valis bal 

38. hand haata hath hath hast hath vast 

39. haJ 9hisa ghis bis khu khas 

40. head ,1ru sir 
,. , 
81S airi sis lero 

41. bear 
, 
sru- sun- parul- sin- sanlth- iun-

42. borae gho~a ala,p gori khori khoro 

43. hot t~ta tatti tato tata tatav tato 

.,. house ;rha ghar 
, 

kuri khar kher 
• 

gos 

45. bundNd sata sai lal sai Bai !el 

46. bunpr bubhuk bhuk uny'il ibka bukh bokh 

47. I ma,.yi maim -= mo mna ma me . 
48. kill kutt- kut- khun- kur- kur-. . . 
49. kiaa cumb- cum- Jllici- imcir- cwn- cumid-

60. knife kauri curt katar ciri curi curi . . 
Sl. know jin- jin- da!t- dzan- zan- dzan-

• 
52. leather !anian cam y kal y ~am CCID cam 

53. louae yuka jam cllu dzui dziv dzuv . 
64. ■ue/do k~- kar- th- ker- kar- ker-

ss. manu~a minus 
_.., 

ma.nus 
., 

man manuzu manus manus . 
56. middle madhya majhar mila mand2 lllandz mindz 

57. milk dugdha dudh duth kir luth thud 

58. mother dai adze da.i deth dai/dei 

59. little tnsna jar'i .. ~u !ina dzuni-ma tikno/tsino 

60. much bahu bahut butu bol buhu but 
• 

61. needle sucI sui 
.= 

BU su suz SUV 

~2. negator na na na na/la na/ma na/ma 

63. night raltta rakt rati arat arat rat/ryat 

84. noae nisi nik notu pirn lank nakh 

85. oata yna jav dzau dzav dzov 

86. one eka ek ekh yikak ak ekh/yekh 

8'7. our amhara hamiri -= aso aminka mer amaro 



UWI L
ibr

ari
es

68. peasant gir}\ya 

69. penis *kharh 

pela 

70. put 

71. ram 

72. run 

73. ealt 

74. say 

75. see 

76. oell 

77. •1ck 

78. sleep 

79. song 

80. speak 

81. steal 

82. stone 

83. straw 

84. SUD 

85. take 

86. ten 

, 
nas-

lavana . 
bh~-

, 
~s-

vikrin-
• 

*na-avata 

svap­

gi'ti 

prakf­

cur-
vata . 
busa 

gharma 

labh­

da$a 

87. three tri 
, 

88, tree/wood ka,~~a 

89. twenty 

90. two 

91. up 

92. walnut 

93. want 

94. wuh 

95. Yater 

96. wheat 

97. where 

98. worth 

99. you (ag) 

100. you (pl) 

Vil!'9ati 

dva 

upari 

akota . 
mirg­

dhiv­

pin'iya 

godhuma 

kva 

molla 

tvam 

tusme 
• 

gajjha 

karh 

pel 

dhar­

bakari 

nis­

lon . 
bhan­

dekh­

bikn-
, 

nasvar 

so-

git 

ltar­

cor­

bat . 
bhusa 

ghim 

le­

das 

tin 

kith . 
bis 

do 

upar 

akhrot 

m~g­

dho­

panr 
geh~ 

kaham 

mol 

tu 

tum 

. 

. 

.., 
cur-

karah 

uc­
luni 

V raz-

cak-

kadza 

gar 

tau­

bakra 

rau­

lon 
... car-

lah-

krin- kun-

galis mil ta 

so- suc-

gai gref 
., .., 

raz- car-

cor- ~aut-

batt wat . . . 
muthiise bis . 
suri gam 

gil)- nan-

dai das 

ce 
kitha . 
bih 

du 

omara 

achol 

zariir­

tam­

voi 

gum 

kona 

l'~ek 

tu 

tso 

taran 

kast 

wi 

di 

baginna 

mang­

dau­

pani 

gesu 

ka 

karri 

atme 

gadzav 

phelav 

thav­

bakra 

nas­

nol 

phan­

lekh­

vegn­

nasvav 

sev­

gilav 

pakr-
., . 
cain-

var 

pus 

gam 

le-

las 

tran 

kah 

vist 

lui 

upra 

ankor 

mang­

thovdzu­

pani 

giu 

katel 

mol 

tu 

gadzo 

kar 

pelo 

tho­

bakro 

nas-

lon 

phen­

dikh­

bikin­

nasvalo 

sov­

gili 

raker­

cor-

bar 

phus 

kham 

1-

des 

trin 

kast 

bis 

dui/do 

opre 

alchor 

mang­

tho­

pani 

giv 

kai 

mol 

tu 

twne 

23 
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B. The be-verb (present tense) 

Sl S2 83 Pl P2 P3 Isn•t 

Vlax sim san si aam San si nai 

Sinte ham hal hi ham han hi nane 

Baltic isom san isi sam san isi nane 

Balkan sim syan si syam syanas si nanai 

Southern isom isan isi isam isen isi na 

Czech Som sal hin sam san hin nane 

Domari homi hweki hori honi hwesi hondi inhe' 

Lomavren em es e enk' ek' en na 

C. Present indicative suf:fixeo 

Sl S2 83 Pl P2 P3 

Vlu: -av -es -el -as -en -en 

Sinte -ava -eha -ela -aha -ena -ena 

Baltic -ov -es -el -as -en -en 

Balllu. -a -isa -ila -asa -ina -ina 

Southern -ani -esa -ela -asa -ena -ena 

Czech -av -es -el -as -en -en 

Dolllari -mni -elti -ari -ani -asi -andi 

Lomavren -em -ea -e -enk' -ek' -en 

D. Preterite suffixea 

S1 S2 S3 Pl P2 P3 

Vlu -em -{y)an -(y)as -(y)am -(y)an -(in)e 

Sinte -om -al -as -am -an -an 

Baltic -om -yan -ya -yam -yan -e 

Ballr.an -im -yan -yas -yam . -yanas -i 

Southern -um -an -as -am -an -e 

Caech -om -al -a -am -an -e 

Domari -01n -or -a -en -es -e 

Lomavren -ei -eir -er -eink' -eik' -ein 

B. Pluperfect suffix (or preverbal marker) 

Vlu, Sinte, Balkan. Southern -as 

Baltic, Czech, Domari {J 

Lomavren ga 
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F. Possessive pronominal forms 

• Vlu 

Sinte 

Baltic 

S1 

mu;o 

miro 

rniro 

Balkan mo;u 

Southern miro 

Czech 

Domari 

miro 

-m 

S2 

eiro 

tiro 

tiro 

to;u 

tiro 

tiro 

-r 

S3m 

lesko 

S3f 

lako 

Pl 

amaro 

leskero lakero amaro 

leskiro lakiro amaro 

lisku 

lesko 

laku 

lako 

amaru 

amaro 

leskero lakero amaro 

-s -s 

P2 

tumaro 

tumaro 

tumarn 

twnaru 

tumaro 

tumaro 

-ran 

P3 

lengo 

lengero 

lengiro 

lengu 

lengo 

lengero 

-san 

Lomavren meravis teravid havavin havavin meravtontsas teravtontsad hevavtontsa 

G. Masculine nominal declension singular: "man" 11 

H. 

Nominative Accusative Prepositional Genitive Ablative Instrumental 

Vlu 

Sinte 

manul 

manui 

Bal tic manul 

Balkan manulS 

Southern manul 

Czech manui 

Domari man us 

Lomavren manus 

Masculine nominal 

Nominative 

Vlax manus 

Siute manula 

Baltic manu5a 

Balkan manul 

Southern manus 

Czech manula 

Domar1 manuse 

Lomavren ¢ 

manuies 

manuies 

manules 

manulis 

manuses 

manuses 

manses 

manus 

declension 

manuseste 

manuseste 

manuseste 

manusisti 

manuieste 

manuseste 

mansesta 

manusu 

plural: "menu 

manusesko manusestar rnanusesa 

manuseskero manusester rne.nuse~.a 

manusesko 

manusisku 

manusesko 

rnanusestar manusesa 

manusistar manusisa 

manusestar manusestar 

manuseskero manusestar manusoha 

manseskera mansesk 

man usu man use 

mansesma 

manusov 

Accusative Preposi t1onal Genitive Ablative Instrumental 

manusen manuiende manusengo manusendar 
.., 

manusensa 

manusen manusende manusengero manu~ender 
.., 

manusensa 

manulien manusende manusengo manusendar manusensa 

manuiin manusindi manusingu manuUndar V, manusinsa 

manusen manusende manu!iengo manusendar manusendar 

manusen manusende manusengero manusendar " manui.::ensa 

.manuse mansenta mansenkera mansenk mansamma 

¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ 
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I. Feminine nominal declension singul::ir: "knife" 

Vlax 

Sinte 

Nominative 

luri 

~i 

Baltic curi 

Balkan curi 

Soutber11 Ew:-i 

Czech curi 

Do■ari ~iri 

LomavreD curi 

Accusative 

luria 

curia 

curia 

wria 

curia 

=-ia 

!iria 

!u.ri 

Prepositional Genitive 

suriate luriako 

euriate 

Miate 

ouriate 

!uriate 

Miate 

!iriata 

~ru 

furialtero 

euriako 

curiakU 

curiako 

curiakero 

ciriakera 

curu 

J. Fe11inlu nomiaal decleuiOll plural: "knives" 

Ablative 

luriatar 

curiater 

euriatar 

curiatar 

curiatar 

euriatar 

~iriak 

eure 

2E 

Instrumental 

suriasa 

curiaha 
V • curiasa 
V • curiasa 

curiatar 

curiaha 

ciriamma 
., 
curov 

Noa1nat1ve Accuaatlve Prepositional Genitive Ablative Instrumental 

Vlu 5uria iurian iuriande suriango suriandar suriansa 

Sinte 

Baltic 

curia 

curia 

curia 

curian 

curian 

curiande 

curiande 

curiandi 

curiande 

curiande 

~irienta 

curiango curiander curiansa 

CUriango curiandar Curiansa 

Balkan curia 

Southern curia 

Czech curia 

Domart !iri• 

Lomavren 

K. Coaparati ve •1•t• 

(a) 

" 

Bngl1ah: A I fN111,'t 2 nun• hoe-. nio 5 eona 6 

curiangu curiandar 

curiango curiandar 

curiangero curiandar 

~iriankera cirienk 

Vlu: elth1 baro2 manal1 ai-les" dui 5 rakle 6 

l>oaart: ak1 tilla2 aanuaati1 di. 5 Potra' abas" 

Loaavren: vorov2 muusaTin1 akoJ luiaJts iMav6 ge0 tarena,. 

(b) 

English: 2'ne1 father 2 ,rpo1cs 5 to,. the 1 sons' 

Vlax: o 1 dad2 mothoc,\yas 3 le5 raklan9e"6 

Domari: boi2 cirda9 potrankaras" 56 

Loaavren: bape2 ge0 kakre 9 innwtoe se' 56 

curiansa 

curiandar 

curiansa 

"· . c1.r1.emma 



UWI L
ibr

ari
es

FOOTNOTES 

1According to Harriott (1830:520), Ralph Volaterianus declared that Gypsies 
"first proceeded from among the Uxii, a people of Persis or Persia". Indiens 
is reported as one of the names given to Gypsies in France in 1632. 

2 For example, the report of the Roma Festival held in Chandigarh, published in 
the December 1st, 1983 issue of Banja:ra Monthly includes 

Thim was the second time Roma (Gypsies) took pilgrimage to India, 
their Baro Than (ucestral land), met their MOTHER and THAKRANI (Queen) 
Mrs. Indira Gandhi, after their e~ile from India for 1,000 years. This 
1s bow the Gypsy participants at the 2nd International Roma Festival at 
Chandigarh expressed their sentiments, love and adoration toward India 
u their original homeland, and Mrs. Gandhi as its head (p.5). 

The Indian Banjara Association maintains ties with the European Romani Union, 
the assumption in both groups being that the Banjara are legitimately related 
to the Romani people through historical ties. A grarru, ~r of Lamani, the Banjarn 
language, was written in 1970 by Trail; it bears little similarity with Romani. 

3This confusion is still evident today, even among Indo-Europeanists. In a 
recently-published linguistics textbook, a fifteen-line poem about shoplifters 
and pickpockets is presented as an example of "gypsy slang", though it contains 
not a single word of Romani (Lehmann, 1983:214) . 

.. The difference between "north-western" as a geographical, and "north-western" 
as a linguistic, term, should be clearly understood in discussions about area 
of origin. It should also be pointed out here that some of the established 
labels in Indian linguistics are historically pejorative (e.g. Kafir = 'infidel', 
Paisici = 'demon, imp', &c.), and should perhaps be changed by scholars in 
this field. 

5Although Pott had examined that branch as early as 1846 (see Bibliography). 

6Jn fact the Lomavren word for "sister" is phal-choki, literally "brother" + 

"female", an incoining typical of restructured dialects of Romani (see Hancock, 
1977). 

7The Gypsy form of this item is Domari, not European. 

8 More recent discussions presenting social and linguistic evidence for the 
ancestors of the Gypsies being ~om are found in Lesny (1941) and Hubschmannova 
(1972). 

9 An example of the former is found in Rishi (1976), in an article entitled 
"Panjabi love for buffalo's milk", which concludes "The very fact that Roma 
love buffaloes for their milk proves their origin in the P~njab, where till 
today, every Panjabi would forego anything else, but not buffalo's milk". 
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10 In his Shah Nameh the Persian poet refers to a request made by King Bahrar.1 
Gur to the ruler of India, Shankhala, for musicians and entertainers. So~e 
twelve thousand supposedly arrived in Persia, but neglected the land they were 
given and were finally sent off to make a living by their own means. This 
accotmt refers to the SAslnian dynasty; Bahram Gur ruled in AD 420. The 
account is given in the original Persian, with a translation, in Harriot 
(1830:527-528). 

11 Accusatives are not usually inflected for case, unless (for some dialects) 
they are<+ animate>. 
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THE ETHNOLECTAL ENGLISH OF AMERICAN GYPSIES 

Ian F. Hancock 

p _ ELI Ml NARY 

VL.:.RSION 

Existing practlcalty unnoticed, but everytfhere to be found 

amidst the greater population, the Rom are one of America's smaller ethnic minorities., 

Popularly lmown as "Gypsies", the Rom are ultfmately of lndlan orl_gln, and among them­

selves speak dialects of a language which descends frM Sanskrit. 

There are a great many such dialects, but they are by no means 

all mutually lntelllglble desplte their close llngulstlc relationship. It Is usually 

on the basis of differences of spt?.ecti that the Rom most readily distinguish the 

different ethnic subgrouplngs within the overell race; these have been dis.cussed by 

Lee C1967ft.>. The prosent treatment will deal with Just two of these, the Romnlchals 

and the Rom, who together constitute the gre_at majority of Gypsies In North America .. 

The history of the Gypsies may be found In more detall else• 

where (e.g. Hancock 1975 and 1919); brlefly, the ancestors of the modern populations 

entered Europe perhaps 700 years ago fr0111 lndle, via Persia and the Oyzantlne Empire. 

This journey from lndla to Europe probably took another seven centuries before that. 

The entry Into Europe, and the subsequent treatment of Rom there was dlrectly tho 

result of the increasing hostl llty between Musi Im and Christian; since the wars 

against the Setjuks had serlously depleted Balkan manpower, the Rom~ forced across 

the Dordanelles by the advancing Turkish hordes were, by 13101 forced Into slavery, 

a condition whlc~ lasted unttl 1864. This Is of some Importance llngulstlcally, 

since the abolition of slavery bears dlrectly upon the presenca of Rom fn the USA 

and to some extent upon their linguistic behavior vts \ vis the rest of the 

American population. 
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Not all of the Rom who entered Europe ware made capt1ve In 

the B~lkans: others pushed on Into western and northern Eurcp~, the ancestors of the 

group now kno~n as the Romnlchals entering Britain by 15052 • 

The Romnlchals, llke the Gltanos In Spain, · the Kale In Flnland 

and the Roteparattor In Norway and Sweden, aft ethnlcally Gypsies, spread across 

Europe during the years between ca. 1250 and 1550, though the descendants of the 

Balkan Rom, today equally widespread, only began teavlng southeastern Europe In large 

numbers In the 1860's. This two-stage diaspora has had an Interesting effect; speakers 

whose ancestors arrived In Europe during the earlier period have In the main adopted 

the respective host languages as their mother-tongues, a process called cainogl.oaeia; 

nevertheless the ancestral tongue, In greatly modified form, ie maintained within 

the group, though It may not be learnt untl I the spe6ker Is nine or ten years old. 

The language of the Romnlchals Is referred to here as Anglon>­

m~nl, since !Ike the situation In Spain and elsewhere It developed as a contact 

language between speakers of Romani and the focal people - In this case speakers 

of English. This hypothesis claims that the contact took place In Britain as early 

as the first half of the sixteenth century, and that for a time Angloromanl and the 

oldP.r, Inflected Romani were coexistent. This latter Is now practically extinct In 

England, and survives with vigor only In northern Wales (see Hancock, 1979). An 

1 alternative hypothesis suggests that Angloromanl dates from the nineteenth century, 

and Is the result of gradual language loss and a simultaneous replacement with Englfsh , 

Rcma~l-derlved vocabulary being retained In an Engllsh grammatlcat matrix for 

socfal reasons (Kenrick, 1970). 
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In contrast, the Rom retain Romani as the f i rst language, 

though everywhere being able to speak one or mor8 languages with varying degraes of 

proficiency. Monollngualfsm tn Romani Js rare, end where It occurs It Is restricted 

to very smal I children. 

Romnlchals have been reported In America slnce 1665, though 

they were not the first Gypsies to arrive here. As early as 1580 the Spanish had 

also begun transporting unknown numbers to the Amerlc8s, and were followed by the 

French by 1600. But ft was the Engllsh who, In an effort to rid their country of Its 

unwanted elements (e.g. nomads, vagrants, lrlsh and Scottish prisoners of warp &c.), 

sent many Gypsies to the colonles. The Rom on the other hand only began arriving 

on a large scale after about 1865; although all ultlm~tely descend from the Balkan 

slave population, few faml lies came to North America dlrectly from there. Soma h8d 

spent a number of years tn Russfa, Serbia and even South America before eventually 

making a home In the United States. According to Trigg (1973:224) " •.. In the latter 

half of the nineteenth century many more Gypsies, mostly from Slavlc countrlesp ~ere 

to arrive In the United States. By 1885, however, Gypsies were excluded by trmalgra­

t!on pol Icy and returned to Europe". But this policy was not entirely effective, 

since Rom were able to enter f llegally across the Canadian and Mexican borders, end 

fn any case It 1s not always possible to Identify a Gypsy by appearance alone, and 

since thera ls no Indication of ethnic origin on a passport, government rultng was 

only successful when lnwnlgrants arrived In large, easlly-ldentlflable groups. 

Tradltfonally, Gypsy culture forbids extensive soctallzlng 

with non-Gypsies (called gaje In Romani), white et the same time the various means 
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of llvellhood depend upon working within the greater population; thus It fs 1mportant 

to know that populatlon's language. It appears to have been acquired for Just this 

purpose, after Initial arrival In this country, and having once been learnt developed 
mlnlmal 

separately within the Romani conmunlty, with only (direct reinforcement from the 

outside world. 

Inflected Romani has e complex morphology, and a phonology 

~hlch differs considerably from that of English, and while English and Rananl are 

usually learnt slmultaneously, the English ls an ethnolectal variety used within the 

t,ome, rather than that of non-Gypsy Americans. It Is stl II wldely felt 1hat attendance 

at school Is contrary to the traditional Gypsy way of life (rancm{ya>, since It means 

physical and cultural exposure to the gaJG; nevertheless an,lncreaslng number of 

children are attending public school for shorter or longer periods of time, and as 

a result are being exposed to general American English from an earlier age than their 

parents. 

The ethnolectal English of the Rom fs distinguished by 

extensive Intrusion from Romani. Romani also exhibits considerable Interference fran 

English as might be expected (see Hancock, 1975). An Increasing number of people also 

convnand a more acrolectat variety, and using this Is called "speaking like an 

American". linguistic behavior fs a very powerful factor In one's Identity as a 

Rom, and Romani English, rather than general American Engflsh, Is used within the 

communtty whenever Romani Is not being spoken. To talk a standardized variety would 

be considered affected, and would not be tolerated for long, even though the abl llty 

to do so when making out-group contact Is prafsed as being a useful sklll. 
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In particular, Romanl-Engllsh Is distinguished phonologically 

by n lack of contrast between /w/ and/~/, /t/ and /8/, /d/ and /a/ and aspirated and 

non-aspirated ~tops. Thus pronunciations such as ['w~lwo] "Volvo" Ca brand of car), 

{'t£lawt,;n] "te!evtston", fdttJ "that", (t1-ok] "think", &c., are common. Less conmon 

are hyperurbanlzed fonns such as [8ri] "tree" or ('8etpratde] "typewriter". 

In being adopted Into Romani, English words are made to conform 

to Romani phonology, In many cases taking a flnal vowel, and If a noun being assigned 

to a particular gender class. In Rananl there are two distinct verbal paradigms to 

~hlch all loanverbs are assigned (Hancock, 1975sl0t). Sometimes an English word 

which has been adopted Into Romani wt II ba used In Romant-Englfsh ln Its asslml lated 

fonn: don't ginvne that [bi 1yeso] "don't give ma that 8S"; they li~s ove~ in [si'adla] 

"they I Ive over In Seattle"; i.t ti1as a Zetta, f:rom the (9ava•mQftto] "It was a letter 

from the government". Perhaps the most notl ceab le feature lex I ca I ly Is the abundanCG 

of malapropisms, some of which have been listed elsewhere <op. cit.), resulting from 

English words being heard but not verified In print: volt111e• "ValltBns" (a brand of 

tranqu t It zer>, fJOrld' s fair check "we If are check", and so ono Words may be otherw I se 

confused, thus ['fo:ni] In Romanl-Engllsh, and as an adoption Into Romani, means 

"funny", but appears to be based on the Engflsh t1ord "phoney" (In Romani, "funf\y" Is 

p•irosa, and 'phoney" Is t•odi.u>. Slmllarly one hears "electrical currency", "car 

exhaustion", "Al Capu·fco" (for the Mexican town of Acapulco), "knowlogy", end so on. 

Whl le these are usually restricted to families or single lndlvlduals, some hav~ very 

'1lde currency. 

Because of the Insulation from the rest of the populetlon, 
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dnd t~~ fact that Engllsh was acquired first In the late nlneteenth century from 

(usu~ll y) non-standard speakers, forms which are either obsolescent or regional ln 

Amerlc~n Erigltsh survive; 1ramophons or viotrola "phonograph", sz,wpeeny "su~pcena", 

eztr,, "extra", .Jnd so on. Gra!Tlfflatlcally, a shlbboleth Is the uso of b6t!ause for 

"that" as complementlzer, both words being translated by Tai In Romani: did you h"4l' 

because he's siok? 

Among the Romnlchal population, the situation Is rather differ­

ent, for whatever Its history their ethnic speech has become a variety of Engl!sh~ and 

the orlglnal Inflected variety Is not known except to a very few lndlvlduals, ,nd 

there Is little Interaction with the Inflected-Romani-speaking Rom here. The E~gllsh 

of the Romnlchals Is therefore not subject to other-language Interference the way 

the English of the Rom Is. ti literacy Is almost es common as ft Is among Rom 1 and 

examples of otosls, or ear-error, ere slml larly ~n: dslatiosw "relatlons', dsvia. 

"advice", mopheridyu "lesbtan" (< "hennaphrodtte">, tippoty "antipathy", 

and In particular modified fonns such as composemant "comp·osltlon", bhmds 

such as mudd1,y for "muddy", and overcorrected pronunciations llke [ 18arrnemk] 1 [wAnst] 

and [nautJ for "Thennos11
, "once", "nice". An example of a very widespread ~-elnter­

pretatlon of a standard Engllsh word Is gol"(leuus, which being understood as containing 

the root ['go:d3e) "non-Gypsy" has come to mean "pertaining to the gaJ'"• Arit:>ther 

word with a special Interpretation In the English of American Romnlchals Is '• 

g'Lamoriae, which Is used In the sense of "charm" or "bewltch". ' Comnentlng on 'the 

similarly Idiosyncratic character of the Engtlsh of the Romnlchal population in 

Britain, Or. Thomas Acton, a specialist In Gypsy politics and education, questions 

whether ftems Ilka the above should be " ..• oonsldered as mistakes In English usage, 
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which would hinder the educational development of the chi Id, and were a symptom of ' : 

ver~a! inadP4 t.ai:·t, or whether they were to be considered as valid coln;:,;ge within' an 
I 

ongolri~ tradition, of whoc;e relation to standard Engllsti older Gypsies at loast 

were awar9" 3• 

Currently, no examl·natlon Is being made In this country of 

the educational sltuJtlon of the Romnlchal populBtlon here; as with the Rom, fe~ 

Romnlch3I chi !dren attend school for long, and since they remain within an al I-Gypsy 

environment outside of working hours, the question of the rightness or wrongness of 

their speech does not arise, and It would only be labelled a 'problem' once the gaJA 

became Involved. 

Rornntchal speech fluctuates along a continuum, with Engllsh 

et one extreme and Angloromanl at the other. Un.like the situation with the Rom, who 

are able to say at any given tfme what language they are speaking, desptte ~ross-lnter­

ference from the other system, there Is no clear-cut dfvlsfon betlfeen Angloromanl and 

Romnlchal English, although the greater the Incidence of non-Engllsh lexfcon an 

utterance has, the 'deeper' It Is said to be. Generally speaking, the l8nguage ts 

'deeper' In the United States and Canada than It Is In Britain, though such statements 

mean ltttle since the llne between natural and conscious speech Is hard to define. 

Certain Romani-derived words occur constantly In Romnfchal English qufte spontaneously, 

while an attempt to speak at length on a topic using an absot'ute minimum of English 

words would be extremely difficult for many people. There are a number of lndlvlduals 

who can do this, and who have earned reputations for themselves for this ability. 

An example of mesolectal Romnlchel language appro8chlng the 
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English end of the scale Is found [n a book of essays by RDmnlchal chtldren, again 

In Brita in since nothing s1mt !ar Is found here', produced by the Natlonal Gypsy 

Education Counct I: 

" .•. at night when they come out of the kltchema, 
they get In their cart and go back to the vardos. They sit 
around the old yog, and they get a piece of board and they 
tap dance on It. They gllty around tha yogo The lltt!e 
chavvtes are In the vardos asleep. When the tittle chavvles 
gets up, they take the grals down to tha pant and they wash 
the grats down, and then they ride the gral~ up and down the 
dromo Then we a II go to the kl tchema and we a II have bre·ad 
8nd kel and a piece of stlngern (lllla Roberts, aged 11) 5 • 

The author of the above piece has attended school since she 

was eleven - three years - and non-standard features In her speech are negllglblo 

("the llttle chavvles gets up", In the above selection>; but even though this 

excerpt ts from a school essayp It Is quite representative of how she would speak 

English In her home environment. Half of ail the nouns she uses are Angloromanl' 

Cetinger for "onion" ls of Cant rather than Romani derivation), but such a proportion 

is not unusual In Romnlchal English, and would Increase sharply as a speaker shifted 

Into Angloromanl. Angloromanl Itself, with examples of the language from the Untted 

States, Canada and Britain, has been dealt ~Ith In deta11 elsewhere. 

Mention may be made of a slmtlar, though ethnically unrelated 

situation In this country, that of the lrlsh Travelers who llve In Georgia and a 

number of other southern states, and who " •.• speak and use In their dally lives 

an argot derived from trfsh Gaelic which they call 'the Cant'" (Harper, 1969:lv). 

Thus they too speak a 'secret• language, and as with the Romnfchals, ft also Influences 

their everyday variety of English. 

/ 
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Most of the lrlsh Tra'leler populertlon In the United States . 

traces Its history here from the time of the potato fBITl1ne of 1845-1852, which drove 

over half of the population of Ireland overseas. Jarad Harper, who is the only 

person so far to have worked on Cant In this country, collected about 150 different 

words from Travelers over a five month pertod, which he esttmatri fairly represen1s 

the total extent of the vocabulary. 

Cant dertves from an earlier speech called Shelta, which also 

survives In North America as well as In Britain (Hancock, 1974) but the Travelers, who 

despite their name are settled for much of the tfme, are not familiar with It. Even 

Cant ls becoming lost In the settled connunltles; It " ••. Is a road language used only 

1 between Travelers wandering the highways and byways of the land, and It Is only they 

who know It well ••• some road traders simply forget Cant when they retire from the 

road .•• " (Harper, 1969:80). Shelta Itself Is a contact language between Irish and 

English, end differs from Cant In extent of lrlsh-derlved lexlc:al content (be-tween 

one and two thousand Items> and Irish-derived Idiom. 

Although some Cant words ere common In Traveler English, e.g. 

(ni 1 d3e/) "no", It does not Intrude Into that language to anything ltke the extent 

Angloromanl does Into the English of American Romnlchals. When It Is spoken, Cant 

serves es a conscious barrier between Trevelers and the rest of the population, end 

would be used to discuss the price or the merits of & horse, for example, In front 

of a customer. Samples taken from Harper of Cant Items occurring spontaneously In 

an all-Traveler environment Include hlJ's ki.nd of (8•rki) "he's kind of quarrelsome", 

thsy Zatd the (tramp] out them "they tald the tent out thera", she's [lirJti] "she6s 
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crazv" and rub his [d3!:l] "rub his self Cloe$ him>". The samples of Traveler 

English found elsewhere In Harper indicate features commonly sssoclated with trlsh 

or other non-standard kinds of Engllsh, "them's strnnge people", "there's still 

sornes <sic> that uses tt, but they ain't got no sense". 

There ere a number of slmllar Idioms to the above In modem 

America; the Polarl of sections of the male homosexual communlfy (Hencock, 1973, 

Collier, 1976) or the Boontllng of northem Callfomla (Adams, 1971) and so on. How 

far professional or cryptic vocabulary may Influence the oolloqulal English of then 

speakers 0 and to what extent we are Justified In treating foreign language Inter­

ference (as fn Romani English> and •cryptic register . Interference', for lack of a 

more suitable tenn (as tn Romnlchal English or Irish Traveler Cent) as extensions 

of the seme phenomenon however, has yet to be explored. 

" ' 
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1Vaux de Foletler (1970:24) says "The first Gypsies mentioned tn the Rumanian 
archives, toward the middle of the 14th century, were already slavesa In 1386, 
Mfrcea is·t, the Lord of Wal lachta, confirmed a gift made about 1370 by his uncle 
Vfadlslas to the Monastery of St. Anthony, near Vodltza, of forty Gypsy faml lles"o 

' . 
2There are In f8ct suggestions that they may have already e~tered the British Isles 

' . 
as much as a century before that. 

8Acton (1971:18). 

'It ought to be stressed that apart from the educationa l aspects, the linguistic 
situation In the ·USA closely parallels the British one. With the exception of the 
discussion of Irish Traveler Cant, below, observations In tha present paper are sll 
based on the writer's personal Involvement with various Gypsy conmunltles tn this 
country. 

5NGEC (1976:6). 

'These are chavvi. "chi Id" (cf. Romani cavo "boy", Sanskrit saua, Htndl c~.okarci), 
dr01f "road" (cf. R. drom ,c Greek~>, gi,7,Z.y "sing" (cf. R. gi,U 1 s. gtti., H. gtt), 
gz,a.i. "horse" (cf. R. grai1 S. gho~, H. ghor:lf), kst "butter".Ccf. R. k 111it, s. g~ta, 
H. ght:, kitahema "tavern" (cf. R. kiz-cuma < 01 d S lavl c ~'l'bMa), pani "water" 
(cf. R. pcmi, s. plbl'tya, H. plb],t:>, vardo "waggon" (cf. R. verdo, VID'don < Ossatlc 
.:u._, (u:rdon]) and yog "fire" (cf. R. yag, s. agni, H. l'lg). The Cant montloned hare 
does not refer to the Shelta-darlved speech of the same name runtloned below. 

I 
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Bindman & Partners Solicitors 

Professor I.F. Hancock, 
University of Austin, 
PO Box 856, 
Buda, 
Texao 78610 
U.S.A. 

Dear Professor Hancock, 

I Euston Road 
Kin\!·s Cwss 
London NW& 2SA 

DX37904 

01-278 8131 

Our K'ICT<"n..~· 3 8 7 / SG / MA 

1>.,i- 23rd October 1986 

My firm is acting for the Commission for Racial Equality, a 
statutory body charged with the responsibility of eliffiinating 
racial discrimination in the United Kingdom. 

The Commission is bringing le~al proceedings against various 
owners of r.ublic houses who display signs bearing the words "No 
travellers'. In the Commission's view these words indicate an 
intention to discriminate against travellers or gypfies, who are 
a group defined by reference to their ethnic origin and therefore 
a racial group under the relevant UK legislation. The Race 
Relations Act 1976 has recently been interpreted by the House of 
Lords in relation to Sikhs and I enclose a copy of the judgment. 

The court which is to hear the case has ordered expert evidence. 
We are in the process of gathering evidence (a) on the meaning of 
"travellers" and (b) as to common ethnicity, culture, history, 
language, literature, geographical origin of travellers or 
gypsies. 

I believe that you may be able to help in the provision of 
documentation, case law, legislation treaties or other material 
in the United States or more generally. · Please let me know 
if there is any information which you can provide. 

You will appreciate that I am anxious to pursue this litigation 
as quickly as possible and I would be grateful if you could get 
in touch with me in the near future . 

.. .., 
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l t is evident that there are aspects of the dominant European­

derived culture which are perceived of as threatening: groups seeking 

escape from it were well represented among the early settlers In North 

America; others have more recently sought to drop out and establish 

alternative societies -- the hippie co111nuncs of the 1960s, and the 

neo-Afrlcan and neo-lslamic colonies which have sprung up in recent 

years within the United States, are examples of this. For the most 

part, such breaks with the mainstream have been Initiated by Individuals 

who were originally participants themselves, and who have only subse­

quently become disenchanted by it. 

Perhaps the most vigorous rejection of the dominant culture, 

however, is typified by those groups who have been insulating themselves 

from the world around them from the very beginning, i.e. have not grown 

as societies alternative to, and derived from, the mainstream. Whereas 

none of the 18th and 19th century lnvnigrant utopian societies survive 

today, and very few of the dropout co111nunes, people such as the Amish or 

the Doukhobors continue to maintain their isolation successfully here in 

North America. 
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One ethnic minority which belongs In this latter category ts the 

Romani, or Gypsy, population. Numbering between a half and one million 

In North America, until very recently Gypsies have existed unobtrusively 

here, seldom attracting national attention and In fact not even recog­

nized by most of mainstream society as rea1 people at all; col'Mlenting on 

this, journalist Nikki Meredith wrote that "the secrecy of the Gypsies 

makes the Mafia look like an open soclety11 (1983:9). 

The history of the Gypsy people can hardly be matched in terms of 

oppression and injustice. Since their very entry into Europe from the 

Middle East six centuries ago, they have been the victims of slavery and 

genocide, transportation and torture. No other single human population 

has endured so widely and so consistently the suffering of the Romani 

people. At first Incarceration, then expulsion, steri 1 ization, and 

finally extermination were techniques employed by thi Nazis to deal with 

Gypsies, treatment civilized Individuals now regard in retrospect with 

horror; yet within the past few years -- since the late 1960s -- all 

four have been proposed by d tfferent European governments as means of 

solving their "Gypsy problem". Gypsies began to reach the Americas In 

the 16th century as transportees shipped here to work In the planta­

tions; others came to the United States at the end of the last century 

fleeing slavery In Europe, but were turned away at El 1 is Island. the 

victims of discriminatory lrmiigratlon policy. Those who managed to come 

In across the Mexican or Canadian borders met anti-Gypsy laws which are 

still on the books today, and which are still periodically put into 

effect. No other ethnic minority in this country is the target of 

repressive laws tn which they are specifically named, and which forbid, 

or require a license for the establishment of homes or work in different 

counties and states. No other ethnic minority has special pol ice 

bureaus monitoring its movements, or has specialists complling a compu­

terized file of names and addresses and genealogical data on Its popu­

lation. 
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Facts such as these contrast starkly with the ideal tzed picture 
which the gajlkano, or non-Gypsy, population has of Gypsies. The writer 
recently bought a lapel-button bearing the slogan 11 Free the Gypsies11 

-­

this, and another w1th the wording "Free the Unicorns 11 was on sale In a 

novelty gift shop. Its intent was to amuse -- after all, in the popular 
mind, Gypsies are the very epitome of freedom. There are hundreds of 
literary pieces, either novels or poems, as well as a great number of 
songs, which have a Gypsy theme, and the theme has overwhelmingly to do 
with freedom: freedom to wander, freedom from nine-to-five jobs, freedom 
from having to attend to personal hygiene, freedom from sexual restrlc· 
tlons, freedom from the burden of material possessions, freedom from 
responslbi 1 ity, freedom from the law. In Black's Gypsy Blbl iography, 
which includes nothing later than 1914, there are 133 ballads, 199 
plays, 351 novels and 262 poems listed which have been written about, or 
Including, Gypsies in the English literary tradition alone. 

In my book The Pariah Syndrome {Karoma, 1986), I document In 
some detail the facts of Romani history from the perspective of being a 
targeted population. What emerges is a picture of centuries of almost 
ceaseless oppression; whatever periods of freedom may have exfsted 
during that time were short-lived, and were the result of the idealizing 
of the Gypsy population by the writers and phllanthropists of the tlme, 
people whom Dougherty cal led 11superflcia1 sentimentalists or genteel 
snobs looking for a feudal retie to coddle and patronize•• in his study 
of the Gypsy in literature (1980:273). Without doubt, there exists an 
extraordinary discrepancy between the real and the perceived state of 
the Gypsy. 

When we examine the reasons for this, a number of possibilities 
present themselves. Part of the stereotype Includes the bel lef that 
Gypsies are a 11mysterious 11 people with an unknown, perhaps other­
worldly, past. This is alluded to repeatedly in the content and even 
the titles of books and articles about Gypsies. This would suggest that 
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the reason lies simply in ignorance of the facts. Arid yet a great d.eal 

Is known about Gypsy orig ins and hi story. It has not been a matter- of 

speculation for over two centuries that ~ypsies trace the;r linguistic 

and cultural heritage to India. A hund£ed and twenty years ago Simson 

cal led the f ictltious fmage of the Gypsy a!'> wanderer "ver 7• erroneous 1
', 

pointing out that "nomadic Gypsies constitute but a portion of the race, 

and a very small portion of tt11 (1865:8}; .oore recently, Oke.ly has made 

the same point: "Gypsies do not travel about aimlessly, as either the 

romantics or the anti-Gypsy suggest" (1983:125). Scholarly -:reatments 

of Gypsies are numerous and readily available, and lack of Information 

cannot be the reason for the perpetuation of the myth. But the : dee 

that a lack of information exists has become a part of that myth. The 

reasons for Its persistence must be sought elsewhere. 

Hore recently, there have been signs of a grudging acknowledgement 

of the legitlmacy of Gypsy Identity and history, but a resfstance to lt 

as though it were driving away something more valuable. Even when 

discounting the flcttonal image, It ts reinforced by being repeated. 

Even when non,~ of the trappings of that image are a part of the repor­

ter's actual ,!Xperience, they are alluded to. The Toronto Sun ran an 

article on Gypsies In Spring, 1985, whtch began "Gypsy. Even the word 

Is Impossibly romantic. Dark eyes, crying violins, and wanderlust. A 

life of pleanre and abandon. But the reality ... is vastly different", 

In August, 198t,, one Boston newspaper ran a six-page feature on one of 

that city's Ron~ni families, claiming on the first page that they could 

have been "Spanish, or French, or Italian, or lrish11
, but by the second 

page calling them 

... glitter and gold, decked out In bright babushka of legend. They 
are exotic: womtn in colorful skirts, dancing in sensual sw?rls. 
They are d,trk men with smoldering eyes. They are carefree spirits 
playing th~ tambourine. The entire image is crowned ~ith a halo of 
mystique. shroudei in a cloak of mystery. And there is some truth 
to all of it (Brink, 1986:S). 
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It's clear that Gypsies give fledgeling Journal lsts a chance to 

exercise their skills in creative fiction, but truth gets distorted 

considerably In the process. Despite showing two pictures, one Inside 

and one out, of the house of the Gypsy family it discusses. another 

article ts entitled 11Hustle, hustle aboard the caravan". Crystal 

ba11s, non-existent In the community described, are alluded to In the 

headline "Authorities gaze Into Gypsy con-game". Despite its ser{ous 

Intent, a 20-minute documentary film about a Romani school In Cal ifornla 

closed with the observation that "Al though Gyps les st i 11 dance around 

the camp fire, the fire is slowly flickering out as Gypsy life gradually 

fades into oblivion .. . ". The film dealt with education, and included no 

dancing, and no camp fires. An article about preparations for a 

forthcoming Halloween party wrote that 11men and womeo of a 11 ages, 

dressed as witches, devils, ghosts, monsters, fairies, Gypsies and other 

supern tural characters" would be there (Conner, 1985:5), although 

H lloween is not a Romani fa tlv~l nor has anything to do wiih Gypsies. 

The association has been created entir ly In the minds of non-Gypsies. 

Most writers about Gypsies still get their Information from books 

rather than from first-hand experience; those who do manage to win the 

confld nee of actual Gypsies, nd thereby gain temporary entry Into the 

Romani environment, quickly find their preconceptions shaken. There are 

no c mp fires and tam.bourines, no crystal balls and vlollns. Yet their 

non·exlstence ts not interpreted as evidence of the Inaccuracy of the 

Gypsy Image -- but rather that true "Gypsy life" is disappearing. This 

was the sent lment in the closing words of the documentary f I lm from 

California; it Is the sentiment expressed by journalist Ira Berkow in an 

article cal led "Americanizing the Gypsy soul", which appeared In 1975: 

"Gypsies are shocklngly11
, he wrClte, "also becoming home owners". A 

student of mine came to me at the end of a course I give on R01Sanl 

history, to thank me for what she'd learned. But she admitted to som.e 

di sappo In tmen t, because I 'd made Gypsies become rea 1 peop I e for her. 

She preferred the Image she had t~f them before taking the class, she 

said. 
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In 1973, Cohn suggested that Gypsies themse1ves sur \' ive as a people 

because they 11are needed ln [non-Gypsy} culture" (1973:61), the impl I­

cation being that Gypsies exist thanks to non-Gypsy suffrance. There 

seems to be a need, presumably in all cultures, for an avenue of escape 

for those individuals who cannot function fu 1 I y r n their own soc I ety, 

either because of personality traits or a genuine grievance against Its 

standards. Cohn's statement ls misleading, however, because he does not 

make the point that what attracts the "hippies and fanatics" he speaks 

of are not, In fact, Gypsies but the imaginary popular image of Gypsies 

which those same individuals help to sustain. 

A number of alternative reasons have been suggested, by socfolo­

glsts and others, as to what motivates such people to be attracted to 

the Gypsy Image; these have been discussed at more length In Hancock 

{1976). One poss lb ii lty ls that the normal I zing pressures of main­

stream, Anglo-dominated American soc t ety has robbed some of those in it 

of their Identity; ethnicity for suc:h people becomes a precious com­

:nod1ty, and ' since (unlike for Italian, Irish, Serbian, &c. Amerl"41~) 

there extsts a tangible mythical Gypsy fdentity to which "hlpp(es and 

fanatics", musicians, actors, flower-children a~d others apparently 

belong, It serves as a useful all-purpose ethnic receptacle. Since ft 

exists quite tnci p ndently of Gypsies themselves, there ts never a 

conflict with the actual ethnic corlltlunlty who, as will be shown, make 

use of it In turn for thefr o .. purposes. 

Fantasy projection harms the Romani people by keeping the stereo­

type aliv., and by making it difficult to convince the media of more 

serious Gypsy-relet ~ Issues. But another rejson for the maintenance of 

the Gypsy Image by the establishment has been more harmful in the past, 

though it is far from dead: the Gypsy as scapegoat. 
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Since the 14th century, Gyp$ies in Europe have e.xisted as a people 

without a geographlcal homeland, and without any kind of political, 

mil ltary, educational or f lnanclal strength. An easy target for the 

appl icatlon of blame. Gypsies have been accused of theft, poisoning 

wells, poisoning cattle, spreading diseases, stealing children, and GVen 

cannibalism. The most recent charges of the latter crime were made ln 

Slovakta as recently es 1928. 

Kephart has recently suggested that prejudice against Gypsies Is 

based in their being perceived of as~ countercultural population a 

refinement of the notion of Gypsy as Scapegoat: 

American Gypsies too, continue to face prejudice and dis• 

crimlnatton ... Some observers contend that it is a matter of ethnic 
prejudice, similar to that experienced by blacks, Chicanos 11nd 
other minorities. However, It Is also possible that the Rom are 

perceived as a countffCUlture . . If people perceive of Gypsies as a 

countercu1tur, then unfortunately for all concerned, prejudice and 
discrimination might be looked upon as Justifiable retal iatlon 
(1982 :43). 

Yet another pl nation, and an attractive on for this writer, ~s 

been proposed by Slbley. He believes that there has been a~ intrinsic 

11111nlpuJation of the Romani population by the establ lshment which, for 

Its °"'" purposes, keeps th Gypsy "'tyth alive end resists efforts to 

adjust It to something more real istlc; since that rmage Js the antl­

thes h of a 11 of the va 1 ues of that es tab 1 I shment -- ffiOra Ii ty, work 

ethic, hygiene and so ·on -- It serves a useful purpose In helping to 

define the parameters of the dominant culture: 

It Is notable that myth contributes In a significant way to 

the shaping of Images of groups that do no~. fit the dominant social 
model. The possibility that the characterization of social groups 

like Gypsies may be based on myth is rarely considered, partic­
ularly tn governmenta 1 c ire I es, probably because these myths are 

functional -- they serve to define the boundaries of the dominant 

system. Accounts of non-conforming behaviour assume the form of a 

romantic myth, or they involve Imputations of deviancy, which ■ re 

also largely mythical; the romantic image, located at a distance or 

In the past, necessarily puts the minority on the outside (1981: 

,95-196). 
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Quoting from Erikson (1966:13,64), Ronald Takaki elaborates on 

the notion of parameter-maintenance by i...eeping non-merr.bers in their 

place: 

Deviant forms of behavior, by marking the outer edges of group 
life, give the Inner structure Its special character and thus 
supply the framework within which the people of the group develop 
an orderly sense of their own cultural identity ... one of the surest 
ways to confirm an identity, for conrnunities as well as for indi­
viduals, is to find some way of measuring what one is 110t 
(1979: 126}. 

Romani reactions to non-Gypsy treatment of them have taken two main 

directions. There has on the one hand been a withdrawal from all 

unnecessary social and physical contact with non-Gypsies. Cultural 

pressures to remain a 1 oof have ex is tcd s i nee before the exodus out of 

India, and no doubt have their origins in the Indian caste system . . 
Among contemporary Gypsies in the United States, their actual mani-

festation differs from group to group, being most strongly maintained by 

those who came here directly out of slavery. But children are taught 

from the beginning that a clear cut division exists between people ~o 

are Gypsies and people who are not, and that it must be maintained at 

all costs. This is reinforced by notions of cleanliness, eating habits, 

the handl Ing of animals, sexual behavior and so on. The deslrabll lty of 

being a Gypsy fs emphasized, and while there are no illusions about the 

difficulties of maintaining Romani values In a non-Romani environment, 

very few Gypsies would want to be anything else. At the same time, 

great lengths are gone to in order to protect the ethnic Identity; ft Is 

sttll the case that only a handful of Gypsies admit their ethnicity 

publicly, one reason for the apparently tiny number of id~ntiflable 

Gypsies In the professions. 

On the other hand, there has been an inte~nalization of the stereo­

type, and a regurgitation of it for the pub I ic: if this Is what fasci­

nates the non-Gypsy, and if this is what they are willing to pay for, 

then they shall have it. David Nemeth has recognized this, although his 

observations are rather extreme: 

More traditional Gypsy power-brokers ... may prefer being 
portrayed by the media as hustlers, even predators, than as the 
pathetic prey of Nazis and other racists (1986:117}. 
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Nedta attention of this sort can In fact harm the whole community; 
pol fee routinely step up their harrassment of all Gypsies In an area, 
even when_ just one Individual or faml ly is under investigation. Never­
theless, an Image Is usually projected which can mislead the public, and 
which thereby protects the cOff'fflunlty. Sometimes this seems to be done 
Instinctively: In the article by Brink mentioned earlier, assuming that 
she did not put words Into his mouth, her interviewee claimed that 
Gypsies do not work like other people, and that there were no Gypsies ln 
the professions, no Gypsy doctors. And yet the Individual Involved had 
attended a -World Rcmanl Congress In Europe and had met its leaders, all 
Rom, who numbered among themselves physicians, professors, politicians 
and engineers. Some of his own relatives In the United States are In 
the professions. Outsiders are discouraged from learning the Romani 
language, and may be told that it is Greek, or Spanish. This misleading 
representation from within the Romani conrnunlty serves as a shield; It 
Is believed that If Inquisitive non- Gypsies are busy pursuing the myth, 
they wll 1 leave the real thing alone; It Is • mechanism of l lberation 
.ttlch allows a minimum of Interference from outside. The function of 
this, however, Is beginning to be affected by contemporary changes 
affecting the Gypsy conmunlty. 

ln the past few years, the American Romani population has begun to 
organize Its lf In ways previously non-e:cistent In this country. 
Special lsts In Romani stud le have comnent -d on the unl lke1 I hood of 
Gypsy political or clvtl rights movements; some have called such efforts 
"fantastic", others "a mere toying, a waste of energy" and "artificially 
contrlved11 (L(pa, 1983:lt). Romani self-determination is a threat to 
those scholars whose Investment tn Gypsies ts In their value as anthro­
polog lea 1 subjects. Like Eskimos without ig Joos or Indians wl thout 
teepees, Gypsies without waggons cheat the investigator of something. 
While Anglo Americans can progress from horse and cart to automobile, 
"exotic" minorities are seen to be losing something bf their Identity if 
they do too. 
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New conflicts for American Gypsies are becoming evident as these 

movements grow: since obtaining permanent representation in the United 

Nations in 1979, the World Romani Union has entered the international 

forum; trans-Atlantic communication is on the increase; with the ongoing 

demand for Romani representation on the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Council. 

Washington has become very well aware of the Romani presence in this 

country. It is not possible to remain invisible and be involved in such 

matters. More and more Romani Americans are seeking legal recourse and 

challenging discrimination in the courts. and winning. There Is an 

Increasing rejection of the word 11Gypsy11 and all of the negative con­

notations that go with It.But if the existence of the Gypsy Myth is to 

be eradicated In Euro-American society, both Gypsies and gaje are going 

to have to find alternatives to fulfill its functions. and this is not 

likely to be accomplished soon. 
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55/91 Jahr, Langu:1gc Conlacl 

The social and linguistic development of 

scandoromani 

Ian Hancock 

In his review of lverscn's Secret la11guages of Norway Einar Haugen 

concludes lhal in that country, Romani is .. jusl a dialecl of Norwegian .. , 

yet goes on to say lhat the core of ils vocabulary goes back to India 

(1949: 391). There is an evident anomaly here; being of North Germanic 

descent, no Scandinavian dialect can be shown to have a core of direct 

lexical retention of lndic origin, yet when we examine Scandoromani, it 

do indeed appear to have just that. In the normal course of linguistic 

evolution, we cannot expect a language to start as (in lhis case, for 

example) Jndo-Aryan, spoken in Asia, lo become Germanic and SaJOken 

in northern Europe. This apparent shift in genetic affiliation is itself 

sunii.:ienlly aberrant to warrant closer investigation. 

Romani itself is t1n lndic language today having between six and Len 

million · speakers throughout the world, principally in Europe, North 

Africa, the Americas, Auslralia, and South Africa. These are the Roma, 

commonly. though in\;Orrcclly, called Gypsies. In order to understand 

the Scandinavian linguistic siluation, il will ·first be necessary lo say 

something about lhe origin and spread of Romani in a world conlext. 

Although the Indian roots of lhe language have been known to western 

scholarship for over two centuries, two questions still lack definitive 

answers: (a) to which people and language in India is it most closely 

related, and (b) what led to the exodus of the original population out of 

India, and when did ii take place? [n the Scandinavian c,ase, a third may 

be added: (c) what linguistic process can account for its shin in genetic 

affiliataon from lndic lo Germanic, if lhis is indeed what has happened? 

During the ninelcenlh century, and for much of the twentieth, specu­

lation in this regard has been clouded by reliance upon vague and usually 

unsubstantiated hypotheses. A connection between the Roma and the 

luwcsl of lhc four lnc.Ji.rn castes was ma<lc .as early as t 7ti3 l>y Grcllnmnn, 

continuing to be supported by Leland and others a century later, and by 

Sampson in the 1920s. Grellmaun's rationale was that the Romani pop­

ulations in Europe have traditionally been employed in professions similar 

to those characteristic of the Sudra caste; later, a connection was made 

between the word fiom, referring lo members of a menial class in India, 
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The hypothesis which has gained ground most recently is the result of 
research undertaken by Indian scholars themselves. In the mid-1970s, 
interest in the Roma among academics in India led to the establishment 
of the Indian Institute of Romani Studies and the appearance of its 
journal Rdna, devoted wholly to all aspects of the Romani experience 
(Rishi 1975). This hypothesis maintains that the ancestors of the Roma 
were a composite people consisting of high-caste Rajput warriors together 
with their camp followers who were drawn from the lowest caste. Ac­
cording to Watson in his Concise history of India (1981: 88), the Rajputs 
were "welded out of different non-Aryan material into a martial society 
of interrelated families, and rewarded with ksattriya status and certificates 
of descent from the. sun and the moon" in the tenth century to fight 
against Islamic incursions into north-western India by the armies of 
Mohammed Ghaznavid. Watson also mentions the Rajputs' "facility for 
assimilating foreigners" (1981: 88), characteristic also of the modern 
Romani population. A remnant of the symbolic association of the Raj put 
warriors with the sun and lhe moon, as well as with the stars, is round 
among some central European Romani groups today (Chatard- Bernard 
1959: 93-94; Sutherland 1975: 125). The Rajputs and their camp follow­
ers, presumably of mainly Dravidian descent, moved westwards into 
Persia, becoming embroiled in a succession of Middle Eastern battles 
against Islam; as they became more and more remote from their home­
land, their shared Indian identity, we can hypothesize, overcame whatever 
caste distinctions might have divided them socially, and in time the 
population became one. This would account for the character oi the 
Romani language, which demonstrc1tes Central lndic, Northwestern Indic, 
and Dardic linguistic characteristics. A 1987 medical report in the The 
Lancet August 15th issue determined that '"Analysis of blood groups, 
haptoglobin phenotypes, and HLA types establishes the Gypsies u a 
distinct racial group with origins in lhe Panjab region of India." 

While lhe original Romani language brought inlo El1rope seven cen­
tunes ago exists today only in some sixty widely scattered dialectal forms, 
it has been possible to describe the proto-language using the techniques 
of linguistic reconstruction (Higgie 1984; see also Hancock 1988). Despite 
the fragmentation of lhe language, its dialects rail nevertheless into a 
number of well-defined subgroups, and it is easily possible to speak of a 
"Common Romani" core shared by all of them. Differences are, in the 
main, lexical and phonological, although calquing on local non-Romani 
idiom and morphosyntax is also everywhere apparent. 

In a chapter which appears in a study of ethnic minority Janguapa in 
Britain (Edwards-Alladina 1991) I proposed that all contemporary 
Romani populations have a non-Indic senetic component, because 

.... wherever Roma have migrated, they have encountered, and sometimes 
formed pcnnancnt alliances with, other, non-Romani peoples. This has 
given me to newer, syncrctic populations which, because of the pcrwlSive­
nw of lhe core culture and langungc. have remained essentially Ro:mani 
io lctm1 of their own perceived identity; non-Romani groups have usua;ly 
adjusted to the Roma rather than the reverse, although sufficient r,1on­
Romani clements have also been incorporated to afTect the broader cult111ral 
and linauistic charactcrislias of each individual group ... IN some instances, 
the INdic element bu not been sufficient to keep the overall identity of 
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and lhc Gypsies' sclf-dcsignalion Rom. Supporting Lhis hypothesis, an<l 

also providing a dale for the departure from India, was the claim that 

Firdausi's epic poem Lhe Shah Nameh was in fact an account of the first 

Gypsy migration out of the subcontinent. This Persian poem. written in 

the eleventh century, told of ten thousand Indian musicians being given 

as a gift by the Indian emperor to the ruler of Persia in A. D. 439. The 

story relates that after a year, the musicians had all vanished, presumably 

having migrated toward the West. What they were doing during the 

intervening eight centuries before entering Eurpe, and where they were 

located geographically, is not explained by Firdausi. 

lhere are solid reasons for rejecting this explanation, both linguistic 

and historical. Phonological and morphological development within lhc 

neo-lndic languag~s, including Romani, cannot place separation as c-arly 

as the fifth century A. D. Furthermore, the almost total absence of Arabic-

• derived items in Romani argues strongly against centuries of settlement 

in the Middle East. Persian an<l Byzanline Greek items on the other 

hand, are plentiful. • 
We must also re-evaluate the idea that the ancestors of the Roma were 

untouchables, doing the same jobs in India that typify them in Europe 

today. Nor can we dismiss the likelihood that it has been racial and social 

p,ejudice among western scholars which has helped to sustain this notion; 

in late 1930 for example, the Norwegian sociologist J. Scharfenberg 

published a series of articles demanding that Gypsies throughout Norway 

should be sterilized as a means of achieving the eventual permanent 

eradication of the population (Scharf enbcrg 1930; Bartels- Brun t 943; 

Johansen 1989); Unn J0rstadt, Director of lhe then Norwegian School 

for Gypsies concluded her 1972 report entitJed .. Norway's Gypsy minor• 

ity" with the observation that "all of them are just like children. One 

thing is certain: they need help" (1972: 137). An early Swedish commen­

tary on the nature of the Romani language by the Reverend Christfrid 

Ganander in t 780 claimed that the Gypsy's 

... mouth and lips are big, wide and thick, convenient for the pronunciation 

or their language, which is rather aspirated and full of "schz" or .. ScJa­

woniska" words, which call for a strong aspiration and a lot of spiltlc 

bcf ore they can be pronounced. Their pronunciation or sounds and vok:es 

are peculiar, loud, sharp, rough and harsh, and also demand twitchca of 

the body and gestures with the hands, before they can be articulated. 

These are prejudices originating outside of the Romani population; 

when we examine the Romani vocabulary itself, however, it becomes 

apparent that practically all of the words for concepts most stereotypically 

associated with Gypsies were not brought from India at all, but were 

acquired after reaching the Byzantine Empire - that is, it has been 

contact with European and other foreign societies which has brought 

about the Gypsies' contemporary social situation. Thus words for metals 

such as steel, copper, brass, lead, zinc, tin, the words for nail, pliers, 

chisel, furnace, bellows, forge, smelt, solder, horseshoe, hammer, file, 

anvil; and even the words for horse, hoof, donkey, mule, saddle, bridle, 

bit, reins, whip, waggon, wheel and road, are not Indian, but items 

acquired before reaching the gates of Europe at lhe time that five centuries 

of cnsla,,ement of the Romani people were just beginning. 
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the Tatlare is their ultimate origins, and the extent to which they are in 

fact ethnic Gypsies, if at all. Little has appeared on the linguistic classi­

fication of their speech, which has traditionally been viewed merely as a 

kind of slang consisting of cryptolcclal vocabulary of mainly Romani 

origin in an entirely Scandinavian grammatical matrix. 

Such languages have more relevaoce to linguistic theory, perhaps, than 

is at once apparent; first of all, they challenge the traditioinal genetic 

approach to laugnage classification. Secondly, they provide useful insights 

into the maintenance of ethnic identity, as well as into contact phenomena 

and language attrition, both the focus of scholarly interest at the present 

time. The variety of Romani belonging to this category for which most 

theoretical work has been undertaken is Angloromani, which originated 

in England and which has subsequently spread to other parts of the 

English-speaking world (Hancock, 1986). It is in fact possible that the 

origins of Scandoromani may also be traced to Britain, in the light of 

early contact between the British Isles and Scandinavia, although the 

process yielding each possibly differ. 

While Gypsies may have entered Britain from southern Scandinavia 

in the first place, as the Jutes had done a thousand years before, the first 

record of thci1' presence in Denmark indicates that they had been trans­

ported to that country by James IV of Scotland, in July, 1505. Their 

arrival in Sweden via Denmark is dated 1512, and they were being 

abandoned on the coast of Norway from British ships from 1544 onwards. 

According to Bergman (1964: 13), 

.. . lhe Scottish and the Swedish Gypsies kept in touch during the 16lh 

century .. in the Swedish National Archives there are two passports for 

the Tattarc, or as he is also called the Egyptian, Anders Faa ... the name 

Faa is well-known in Scotland, and has been so (among Gypsies} for a 

long time. John Faa was the naml! of perhaps the most romantic Gypsy 

leader in Scotland, and he even liad a poem written irr his honour by our 

Swedish poet Orvar Odd. 

Bergman (1964: 16) continues: 

Nowadays, a distinction is made between Tattare and Zige11are. This last 

term is used to ref er to descendants of the Gypsies who immigrated in the 

latter part or the 19th century, mainly between l860 and 1880, and later. 

They are bilingual, and speak both a pure European Gypsy dialect, and 

Swedish ... The term Tattare is reserved fer a less well-defined group of 

people who live in the same way as the Gypsies, and whc, no doubt in 

certain cases are dcsccndanls of Gypsies who have mixed with Swedes, bul 

who otherwise, and probably mainly, are dcsc:cndunts of lhc loose people 

from whom have come the (contempor.1cy, non-Gypsy) significant group 

of loiterers. 

Lastly, Bergman says (1964: 22) 

Juat as the Spanish Gypsies, after having settled down, mixed their Jaoguar, 

with the Spanish of the lower dasscs, with the germanui of the c:riminaL. 

etc., so the Swedish Gypsies have also mixed their language with Swedish. 

Today's Taltare speak a mixture (rotvilska) in which to be 111tt the baai, 

ia old Romani, but where the inflcctionnl l'JStcm ot the GY()Sl; Janguage 

hu been lost. 
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the g11.1up Romana, so that while Romani clements arc discernible in U1c 
spL ;,;h of such peoples as the Jcnisch in Germany or Switzerland, for 
example, or Lhc Quinquis in Spain, other factors, both genetic and ~ultural, 
are insufficient either for them to think of themselves as Romani, or for 
them to be regarded as such by members of coexisting populations who 
do. 

In Scandinavia, as elsewhere in Europe, the Romani populations 
consist of both first diaspora and second diaspora immigrants. The first 
European Romani diaspora began in the mid- or lale thirteenth century, 
when the first Roma crossed the Dardanelles into the Balkans and 
subsequently fanned out into northern and western Europe. Perhaps half 
of those arriving from Asia Minor at that time, however, were held in 
slavery in the principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia (Hancock 1987), 
a situation which was not fully abolished until the middle of the 19th 
century. The flight of the ex-slaves out of Rumania from the 1860s 
onwards constituted the second diaspora, and descendants of these Roma, 
who are usually referred to as the Vlax (Vlach, Wal/aclzian, sometimes 
also called Danubian), have settled everywhere that first-diaspora popu­
lations are also found. Because of the very different historical situations 
distinguishing the two migratory waves, and the resulting linguistic di­
vergence, Vlax and non-Vlax Gypsies today share little social interaction, 
even when they inhabit the same environment. Vlax Roma in Norway 
numbered less than one hundred according to Unn Jerstad when she 
published her report seventeen years ago, a number which has at least 
tripled since that time; nevertheless pedagogical materials have 6een 
produced here lo teach literacy in Vlax Romani (e.g., Jansen - Heltveit 
1979; Syverut]teltveit-Gaardner 1979). Such publications in Sweden, 
with its larger Vlax population, are more numerous, and have been mainly 
produced by Skoloverstyrelsen in Stockholm. This discussion is concerned 
not with the Vlax Romani minority in Scandinavia, but with the descen­
dants of the first diaspora, the population generally, though incorrectly, 
referred to as Tattare. 

Norbert Boretzky has recently drawn attention to the fact that in the 
Romani lexicon, the indigenous (i.e., lndic) and the non-indigenous items 
adhere tenaciously Lo their respective grammatical paradigms, a charac­
teristic "hardly found in any other language" (1989: 357). While the 
majority of dialects do indeed retain their basically Indian structure, there 
are a number of varieties of the language which have survived lexically, 
but which demonstrate no, or almost no, indigenous grammar and pho­
nology. These include Lomavrcn, the speech ·of the Armenian Gypsies 
(Finck 1903), Calo, spoken in Spain (fudela 1985), Angloromani in 
England (Acton-Kenrick 1984; Hancock 1984a, 1984b), Hellenoromani 
in Greece (friandaphyllidisf 1923-24), Tent Gypsy in Yugoslavia (Uhlik 
1941-43) and others. This phenomenon is not restricted simply to 
Romani; such languages as Mbugu (Goodman 1971), and Shella (Han­
cock 1984c) also appear to consist of lexicons couched in the framework 
of other languages. It is to this category that Scandoromani also belongs. 

Documentation on lhc various Romani populations in Scandinavia is 
extensive;_ a selection of references appears in the bibliography following 
this paper. The question most frequently addressed in connection with 
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The language of the Swedish Zigenare, as referred to here, has been 

superbly described by Gjerdman- Ljungberg (t 96i); while no comparable 

grammar yet exists for the same language in Norway, that dialect is 

closely related to the one describe1..~ for Sweden, and work on a linguistic 

description of Norwegian Vlax (which is the Lovari ralher than the 

Kalderash or Churari dialect spoken in Sweden) is in progress by Lara 

Gjerde under the supervision of Dr. Knut Kristiansen at Oslo University's 

lndo-lranian Institute. The speech of the Swedish Tattare has been re­

cently dealt with in a book by Johansson (1977), while for the Norwegi1m 

situation, lversen's three volume Secret languages in Norway (1944-1950) 

remains the most comprehensive treatment. I am not dealing with Finland 

in this paper, but a number of linguistic works describing Fennoromani 

also exist, e.g., by Valtonen, TheslefT, and others. 
While Bergman refers to the "mixing" of the Romani · and the white 

populations, and of their languages, he makes no attempt to explain why 

such mixing should have taken place. No scholars seem yet to have 

attempted this from a linguistic perspective, although a number of eth­

nographic studies have been written such as those by Ethier, Heymowski, 

Bartels- Brun. H:mscn, Takman, etc., which examine the ancestries of 

the Scandinavian Traveller population. 
The parallel situation in Britain has received more attention in this 

regard, and it is likely that what we have learned about this may equally 

apply in Scandinavia. There are two principal hypotheses for the British 

situation: firstly, that contemporary Angloromani is the result of pro­
gressive language attrition or decay - a position favored by Romanol­

ogist Donald Kenrick, and seco:idly, that it is a deliberatelycontrived 

cryplolect dating from the sixteenth century, this being my own belief. l 

reject the possibility of language attntion because dying Romani dialects, 

such as that spoken in Wales today, are not restructuring themselves; 

Welsh Romani is not slowly becoming Angtoromani. Nor, in fact, is 

Angloromani dying, but appears to be spreading, numerically and geo­

graphically. I favor a sixteenth century origin for Angloromani because 

we have numerous references to a .. secret language" in ·use among t~e 

Gypsy population from· thal time. The fact that no samples of Anglo­

romani occur in print until the nineteenth century attests only to its secret 

nature, although it has been used to support the nllrition hypothesis; but 

absence of evidence is not evidence of absence; Sh-elta (cf. Hancock 1984c) 

remained hidden from the outside world until the nineteenth century. 

I will not repeal arguments supporting my position here. since lhey 

have UJ>pcarcd in print elsewhere. But to summarize, it would seem that 

the newly-arrived Roma found themselves thrown into the same social 

milieu aa the British outlaws, and were obliged to interact wilh thew for 

survival. The Uritiah outlaws already had a cryptolect of their own, 

known as Cant, evidence of which may be found in the still surviving 

speech of the Scottish Travellers (sec Hancock 1986), and, of course, the 

Roma had Romani as s means of private communication. Cant, which 

seems to dale from the eleventh a=ntury, consists or cryptolectal items in 
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an all-English grammatical and phonolog1c.al framework. It has been used 

for poetry in the pust, and some words, such as booze, gear, hooker, etc., 

have passed into general English slang. The Roma were not opposed lo 

allowing Romani items lo be incorporated into Cant, and no <loubt learnt 

the speech themselves; but withheld inflected Romani from the non­

Gypsy community, in order to be able lo maintain their separateness 

within the larger separate popuh tion. The inflected language survived in 

England until the early twentieth century, and may perhaps still survive; 

by the mid-nineteenth century, Smarl-Croflon were able lo transcribe 

stories from British Gypsies told first in inflected Romani and then in 

Angloromani. As noted earlier, in Wales it still sul'vives. 

The restructured language in Scandinavia appears lo exist in several 

regional dialects; Johbansson discusses two for Sweden, a Northern and 

a Skanish dialect, the differences between which appear to be mainly 

lcx.ical. Phonologically and slruclurally, Scandorom:mi, or TattarespC'cik, 

approximates almost completely to the Scandinavian host languages in 

the midst of which it exists. It is in its lexicon that it remains distinctively 

a Gypsy tongue. As with Angloromani, native morphology has undergone 

a process of collapcs - Laking the altrilionisl argument - or never 

existed in lhc first place, if Romani items were inserted into a co-existing 

Cant. We might still speak of reduction, however. For example, in 

Angloromani, the first-person perscnal pronominal forms all derive from 

the historical prepositional case mande, used following various preposi­

tions (e.g., ma11di 'l, me', mandi's 'my', etc.). The Scandoromani forms 

on the other hanJ have generali:?.cd equivalents based on the possessive 

singular masculine nominative in the inflected language, viz., miro, thus 

miro 'I, me', miros 'my', etc. Nearly all other morphology seems to be 

altributable to vernacular Scandinavian, for example reflecting their 

three-gender system rather than the two genders of the standard lan­

guages. Inflected forms appear to be frozen, e.g., dakkri 'mother'. a 

genitive in historical Romani. Derivational morphemes are in the ma.in 

non-productive, with the exception of the historical genitive, typically 

used in the inflected northern dialects such as Sinti or Welsh Romani ai 

a means or lexical expansion. Examples from Scandoromani include: 

diikkaskiro 'soldier•, from dakka •sword', min11sjeskre 'gonnorhea', from 

mum~ja 'vulva', bii11gcrske 'hell', from bii11g 'devil', dikkopaskro "mirror", 

from dilcka 'to see', and so on. Calqucs on Scandinavian languages also 

account for some fonns. Examples include sapp-jakkad 'wicked', literally 

"snakttyed', from onnegd, ditto, or ali-jak/car 'spectacles, glasses', literally 

'glass-eyes', cf. glasflgon, dillo. Olher lexical items have been created by 

a process of incoining, i.e. combining existing morphemes into new lcJlical 

combinations. Examples include krajjo-dikklo •nag•, liJ,crally 'king cloth', 

1tarr1trmoW 'policeman', literally 'capture person'. randrar-mossj •sec­

retary', literally 'write person', and bdssjar-mossj'musieian', literati·, •play 
person', pi/o-dukh1 'having a hangover', literally 'drunk-pained', rubb­

smillo "silversmith\ is an example of a Romani and a Scandinavian 

derived morpheme in combination. Items from Scandinavian and Scan-
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dinavian Cant are also common in Scandoromani, usually in disguiseJ 
form. Thus flmmpus 'five', dustus 'flour', varsnos 'our', ersnos 'your', 
alonum 'alone', (from/em, dust, var, er and a/ones). This can even extend 
to Indian-derived items, e.g., jekkum 'one' (from jckh) or 1takkus 'nos{ 
(from 11akh). 

Following arc three sentences in Swedish Scandoromani with their 
Angloromani, English and Swedish equivalents: 

Scandoromani: 
English: 
Swedish: 
A11glorumu11i: 
ilo,nani:. - • 

Scandoromani: 
English: 
Swedish: 
Angloromani: 
Romani: 
Scandoromani: 
English: 
Swedish: 
Angloromuni: 
Romani: 

Conclusion 

miro /ionkar ulunum: ma11der honkar alo11um 

'I am alone' 
jug iir ensam 
mu11di's t1lonus; mu11di's ukunyu 
me !om kokoru 

vi tradrar to fdru11 en va11er divus 
'wc('ll) go lo town another day' 
vi dker till stan en amuua dag . 
we 'II tradder to the forus a wavver div11us 
diasa lea o /oros vover dives 
ska vi puttja ddlle moss/ om han viii .suta po/la I ratti? 
'shall we a,;k that fellow if he'll stay and sleep tonightr 
ska ,i fr/Jga de11 ddr /car/en om ltan viii ligga bar i natt1 
will we putcl, the mus!, if he'll atc/1 and suti to-rail? 
pl,uctU i n111rieste le ace/ le SO'l'el akarat'/ 

The question has arisen whether languages of this type may be said lo 
have undergone processes of pidginizal1on or creolization (discussed in 
Hancock 1971). Although Arnbjornsdottir-Smith (1986) attempt an 
argument against this in their discussion of Russenorsk, there is in fact 
no incontrovertibly attested case of the kind of linguistic restructuring 
typifying these processes which bas arisen from the contact of just two 
languages; nor has what Whinnom calted 11tcrtiary hybridization" oc­
curred, i.e., when the speakers of the language supplying the lexicon 
subsequently withdraw from the contact environment, the pidgin ~n 
having to expand using ils own internal grammalicalizing and lexicalizing 
resources rather than drawing upon its lexifier for these components. 
When two language communities come into contact, speakers of one 
usually just learn tha~ of the other (e.g., Sarni and Norwegian in Norway, 
Spanish and English in Texas) with cross-int~rference, but generating no 
extensive structural or semantic innovations having no outside source. 
These processes have been discussed by the Scandinavian linguists Jes­
persen (1922) and Hjelmslev (1939); Reinecke (l937) tabulated at least 
len social contexts which can yield contact lanr;uages, whether pidginized 
or not (discussed in Hancock 1990 b), those of the Scandoromani type 
being most like his category or "foreigners' mixed speech". although he 
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discusses restructured Romani in particular under the heading "dying 

minor languages" (Reinecke 1937: 76- 79), thereby adhering lo the at­

trition hypothesis. 
Scandoromani, like Angloromani and probably other such varieties, 

docs not appear, then, to have evolved in direct descent from historical 

inflected Romani by a process of linguistic decay, but instead is based 

upon sociolectal varieties of Scandinavian - Norwegian in Norway, 

Swedish in Sweden. Danish in Denmark, whose speakers drew upon a 

(now extinct) cocxi4Jcnt inflected Romani which served as a le1.ical 

reservoir for maintaining and enriching it as a cryptolectal register. In 

light of claims which have been nm<lc for both Angloromani and for 

Calo or Hispanoromani (Hancock 1990a: 96-97), however, regarding 

the nature of the Romani element in each, this explanation may require 

elaboration. 
Whatever its ultimate origins, in the course of time, Scandoromani 

came to replace inflected Romani as the ethnic language of the commu­

nity, we might guess because of increasing intermarriage with non-Gyp­

sies, but surviving because of the continuing identity of the group as 
Gypsy, and the resulting need for a linguistic means of reinforcing that 

identity, and to provide a protective insulation from the establishment 

- in this context functioning as an anlilanguage (Halliday 1968). Lan­

guage maintenance and choice as a factor of ethnic identity is discussed 

in Le Page-Tabouret-Kcller (1985). ·For these reasons, as long as the 

Sc.andoromani population remains a distinct segment of the Scandinavian 

population, il is likely that their speech will survive in some form also. 
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